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June 1982 


Despite the blaring of car horns, the squeal of brakes and the occasional shout of laughter or angry expletive, 
the sound of music was distinctive, rumbling low over the city's streets. A drum kit was being pounded within 
an inch of its life, matched by the driving force of distorted guitars pushing the rhythm into a frenzied primal 
groove. A guttural voice cut through the urban night noise. 


"Hit the lights..yeah!" 


My stomach tightened reflexively. 


"Shit! They've already started." 


Ignoring my friend Kelly's protests to slow down, | grabbed her hand and pulled her along as we ran the last 
few feet to the ticket booth. 


"Leila, l'm wearin’ heels." She whined. 

Looking down at my friend's unfortunate choice of shoes, | consciously bit my tongue before saying something 
I'd regret. | had advised her against wearing pumps. This wasn't a dance club and no one in there was going to 
appreciate how her lime green heels matched the tank top she'd layered under a grey off the shoulder tee. 
This was the kind of club where sneakers and jeans were expected and anything fancier would be seen as 
trying too hard. | had warned her. But still, this wasn't her usual scene and she had agreed to come without 
too much convincing. Kelly had become a good friend over the last year and despite her penchant for fashion 
over practicality, | was excited to have her with me. And | needed the support. 

Shaking my head in amusement | turned back to the ticket window, digging my hand into the pocket of my jeans 
for money. The guy in the booth finally sensed my presence and looked up from the book that he'd been 
engrossed in. His eyes widened slightly as he saw Kelly and | standing there waiting to pay our entrance fee and 
he sat up a little taller and automatically puffed his chest out. 

"Can | help you ladies?" 


He tried to come off suave but ended up with distinctly pervy instead. Hearing the band begin to wind down 
their first song, | was impatient to get inside. 


"Yeah, two tickets for the show please” 

"You want tickets to this show? Tonight?" 

He seemed completely confused by the expectations of his job as a ticket booth operator. | tried again 
"Yes, two tickets.one for me.one for my friend here. For the show. Metallica’ 

He still seemed perplexed by my request 

"Are you sure you ladies wanna go in there? It's not really a place for two good-looking." 

"Yes we wanna go in there and we'll be fine." | interrupted. "We're friends of the band. They're expecting us" 


| regretted my choice of words as soon as they came out of my mouth, knowing how it sounded. Sure enough, 


the guy gave a shrewd smile as he leered at me through the glass. 


"Friends of the band are ya? Very special friends I'd wager. Can't believe those metal freaks in there could bag 
a couple of hotties like you two, but whatever rings your bell babe." 


| was mortified that this douche thought Kelly and | were groupies and | was tempted to chew his ass out for 
being presumptuous, but | didn't want to waste my time and the band was starting their next song. 


"Whatever." | mumbled as | threw a $20 down on the counter. 
"Ladies are free on metal nights." He smirked as he caught site of my Metallica t-shirt. 


Then his eyes fixated on the full breasts underneath, not as well hidden as I'd have liked in the loose shirt, and 


he licked his lips in way that made me feel unclean, 
"Damn.you are fine." He muttered under his breath. 


"Yeah, ok." | murmured uncomfortably as | took back my money and maneuvered Kelly quickly towards the 
front door. 


| could feel the guy's eyes on us still and hurried inside. 


It was louder in the lobby of The Concert Factory, an old theater that had been converted into a music venue 


years earlier, but at least we were now out of the sight of the ticket guy's creepy stares. 


"What the hell was that?" Kelly asked, shivering in disgust. "He was literally undressing you with his eyes. So 


gross!" 


"He's a total perv." | agreed. "And, he thought we were groupies when | told him we were friends of the band. 


He couldn't believe that we were actually here to hear the music.” 


"Groupies? Ewwwww, don't they like, sleep with the band and stuff? He thinks that's why we're here? Why 
would he even think that?" 


| looked away guiltily then. | hadn't really explained what to expect when we got here, afraid Kelly would back 


out. She caught me avoiding her eyes and was immediately suspicious. 
"What aren't you telling me Leila?" 


"IFs just..well.the band is a little..raw. They don't really get many girls at their shows. The music is hard edged 
and fast and angry." 


| started towards the entrance to the main hall as | spoke. The music was getting louder, its frenetic energy 


making my friend apprehensive. |, on the other hand, felt my own pulse quicken with anticipation. So close. 


Opening the doors, we walked in, Kelly's eyes going wide as she took in the room. There were no disco balls, 
strobe lights and fog machines. There were no wannabe pop princesses working their best dance moves to 
Olivia Newton-John and Michael Jackson. Instead, the dance floor was crowded with mostly guys, their fists 
pumping in time with the hard driving rhythms screaming out of the PA's. Those not crammed up against the 


stage were dancing wildly, slamming their shoulders against each other aggressively. 

"What circle of hell have you brought me to Leila?" 

| slid a sideways glance at my friend and stifled an impulse to laugh at her horrified expression 
‘Its not really as bad as you think... 


The sentence was left unfinished as | had looked to the stage, my eyes immediately drawn to a mass of dirty 
blond hair as it swirled and shook, obscuring the face beneath it. | felt the familiar pressure tighten in my 
chest, my breathing becoming more rapid, every nerve ending in my body tingling with awareness of him. 


That's all it took, just being in the same room and | was mess. 


Unfortunately, to him | was his family, his anchor, the best friend he counted on to have his back while he 
lived his crazy rock and roll life. Sighing deeply, | was instantly reminded that things would be so much easier if 
| weren't completely and totally in love with him. 


Had | known when | was nine years old that | would someday be in this pickle, would | have insisted on taking 
violin lessons instead of piano? Would | give up the years of friendship, the good times and special moments 
that made up the most important relationship | had ever had? Despite my unrequited love, despite how much 
it really sucked loving him and knowing it was pointless, | would never have chosen a different path, no matter 


the pain it caused me now. 


That fateful day when | was nine years old, | found myself waiting in the front living room in the home of Mrs. 
Dolores Beecham, a widow who made ends meet by teaching piano to children of all ages and ability. My mom 
had insisted that learning an instrument was important for a well-rounded education and had signed me up on 
the recommendation of a friend It was my first day and my mom had dropped me extra early, but as Mrs. 


Beecham was still in with another student, | was forced to sit there nervously wondering what | was in for. 


The front door opened unexpectedly and | jumped in my seat. A boy my age walked in but stopped suddenly 
when he saw me there watching him. Sitting down in another chair, he dropped his head down, his blond locks 
doing a poor job of hiding the flush of his cheeks. | could see he was uncomfortable and | was surprised by 
how much | wished that he wasn't. 


When finally Mrs. Beecham appeared, she ushered out the previous student and then motioned for both of us 
to follow her. The boy and | gave each other a confused look but | shrugged my shoulder and followed and he 
fell in line behind me. It turns out that our moms had agreed to semi private lessons as our teacher was 
extremely popular and booked solid. | wasn't sure how much | liked the idea of having to learn the piano 


anyway, but now to have to stumble through it in front of this strange boy | didn’t know, | didn't think it would 


do at all. But my protests fell on deaf ears and the next week | was back in Mrs. Beecham's back parlor 
plunking out notes next to the strange blond boy. 


Turns out the boy's name was James and we lived in the same Southern California town but went to different 
elementary schools. He refused to even look at me those first few weeks much less talk to me. Not that there 
was much opportunity to talk with Mrs. Beecham around; she liked the sound of her own voice more than 
anything. Over time though the ice began to crack, especially as we had a shared enemy in our teacher. She 
was strict and controlling and we both found ourselves chafing under her constant barrage of nit pickings. We 
would make faces when she wasn't looking, rolling our eyes at her superior attitude. We developed our own 
unspoken language, keeping ourselves entertained and sane as our classes went on for weeks and then months. 
After every lesson, we'd end up sitting on the front porch waiting for our moms to pick us up and we found 
each other surprisingly easy to talk to, once we got over our shyness. | was a bit of a tomboy back then and 
we discovered we shared the same love of the outdoors, comic books, comedies and a growing interest in 
music. We'd convince one of our moms to take us to the movies, go skating or ride roller-coasters at the 
nearest amusement park. Mostly though, we'd meet up and ride our bikes everywhere, exploring every inch of 
our town. The friendship deepened and when two years later we both ended up at the same junior high as bth 
graders, James and | had become best friends. 


Its a funny thing being a kid. You don't worry about what other people think, you don't prescribe to the social 
norms that adults do. Kids just accept and embrace what is, not what others think should be. We never 
thought twice about the fact that he was a boy and | was a girl. We didn't care that my parents were happily 
married and well off and that his parents were on the verge of divorcing and were struggling to keep things 
afloat. We didn't care that James' family were strict Christian Scientists, while my family had a loose 
philosophy when it came to anything religious. Those things never mattered to us. James was deeply 
introverted and | wasn't much better, but in each other we found a kindred spirit and we pulled strength from 


the other. The world was not so scary a place because we had each other's back. Always. 


At some point, James gave up on piano and moved on to drums and then guitar. He was talented, even at nine | 
knew music was in his blood just like | discovered it was in mine. | stuck with the piano and took up singing 
when | got into high school. We joked about starting a band but he refused to even consider throwing in some 
Foreigner or Def Leppard with all the Black Sabbath and Aerosmith he planned on playing, so we decided that it 
would only be fair if we each had our own group. | never did, sticking with the school jazz ensemble and glee 
club instead, but James was unwavering in his determination and | sat through countless auditions and 
rehearsals for all his different band incarnations that formed and broke up throughout high school. | didn't 
mind though, it felt natural to be there, bouncing around ideas, giving feedback, watching and marveling at the 
talent developing in front of me. Looking back, I'm pretty sure this is when my feelings started to deepen. We'd 
always been connected, always been on some other wavelength than the rest of the world, but watching him 
flourish through music, maturing and taking control of his life, what | began to feel went beyond pride and 


admiration. 


| knew it for certain when his mom died from cancer when we were sixteen. Watching him go through the 
heartbreak of losing his mother, | felt like his pain was my pain He pushed everyone else away but he knew 


better than to try that bullshit with me. | sat with him and held his hand, and when he finally let himself cry, 


| held him tight, willing him to let me take some of his grief into me so that he didn't have to carry it alone. | 


cried along with him, but my tears were for him not for his mom. | knew then, | knew that | loved him. 


James moved in with one of his older half-brothers for his last two years of high school and since they lived 
in the next town over, he had to transfer schools. It was half pain and half relief not seeing him every day. 
Now that my feelings were so clear and there was little chance of them disappearing in the immediate future, 
| wasn't sure how | was going to keep them from affecting our friendship. The weekdays were easier with him 
gone, but every Friday without fail, I'd walk out the front door of Downey High only to see James sitting on 
the hood of his beat up truck waiting for me. | knew he ditched his last Friday class to be there and | was 
touched that he was so committed to keeping our friendship intact. Every week | lived for the moment he'd 
see me across the busy parking lot and his face would break into the most beautiful smile. People who didn't 
know James well assumed he didn't even know how to smile. He did, he mostly just saved it for the people who 
knew him best like me. That smile would leave me breathless and then he'd scoop me into a bear hug which 
left me a jangled mass of nerves. In less than 30 seconds, James would destroy the distance between him and 
my heart that I'd spent the week so carefully erecting. Then we'd jump into his car, grab a slushy at 1/Il and 
head over to his buddy Hugh's house for band practice. Afterwards, sometimes we'd all go to a club to hear a 
band, sometimes someone was having a party, but usually James would drive me back to Downey and we'd pull 
into a city park and lay back on the hood of his car and look up at the stars. We'd talk then, catching each 
other up on the week's events, about music, about life. Sometimes we'd just sit there in silence, content to be 
in each other's company and not feeling pressured to fill up the void with chatter. | loved those times, even 
when | felt my heart slamming painfully in my chest at the nearness of him. Those moments were so intimate, 
so special, but it was a battle to keep from blurting out my feelings. | wanted so badly to pull his lips down to 
mine and tell him without words how much | loved him. But of course | didn't, because it would ruin everything. 


So | learned to accept the pain and let it wash over me; | became an expert masochist. 


To stay sane, | threw myself into my music and my studies, anything to distract me from my hopeless 

situation. | needed things that were mine, that had nothing to do with James, knowing at some point | was going 
to have to move on and create a future for myself that didn't center on him. | learned how to play the guitar 
and wrote my own music, most with themes of love unfilled. For obvious reasons, | kept those locked away in a 


drawer in my bedroom. 


At some point, | even went so far as to try dating a little, thinking that the old adage, "The quickest way to 
get over someone is to meet someone new" would apply to me. I'd been hopeful at my chances for success at 
first. Even though | wasn't the most outgoing of girls, cheerleaders made me want to gag, | was friendly and 
had broken out of most of my shyness, especially once | hit senior year and gained that extra cockiness of a 
teen who's got one foot out the door. And not to sound conceited, | knew | wasn't lacking in the looks 
department. | never dressed to enhance my appearance, preferring casual jeans and t-shirts, but despite 
making no efforts, I'd been voted hottest girl at the school the last two years running. | know it pissed the hell 
out of the girls who spent hours a day slathering on make-up and picking out just the right slutty outfit, when 
clearly | could care less. It wasn't something that defined me, | didn't use it to get ahead or act stuck-up, it 
wasn't something | tried to achieve or had any hand in, it was the luck of the draw and somehow l'd landed on 
the winning side of the DNA lottery. I'd inherited my mom's thick dark blonde hair, but days out in the 
Southern California sun had added streaks of caramel. | tanned pretty easily and the golden color only 


emphasized my eye color's unusual pale shade of green flecked with grey. | tended to think my mouth was too 
wide, but others convinced me that it only added to my unique beauty. James said that when | smiled, it was 
contagious. That was the only time he ever made anything that sounded remotely close to a compliment about 
my looks, the rest of the time he was oblivious. I'm not even sure that he even recognized that | was a 
different sex than him. If | hadn't stumbled across some Playboys stashed in his room, | would have begun to 
wonder about his sexual orientation The boy was definitely attracted to girls, just not me. So | said to fuck 
with James and went about getting a date. Things didn't go exactly as planned. 


First | had to find a willing guy and that proved harder than expected. It seemed the general population of my 
high school were under the impression that James and | had been, and were still, a couple. The first time | 
heard this, my initial impulse had been to belly laugh. | sobered pretty quickly though when the irony of the 
situation hit me. | couldn't get a date because everyone incorrectly assumed | was the girlfriend of the guy | 
was trying to get over by dating other guys. What a tangled fucking web. Though | guess | only had myself to 
blame by spending so much time with him in the first place and turning down the guys who got up the nerve 
to ask me out anyway. So yeah, that blew. 


Eventually it got around school that | was a free agent and | was pleasantly surprised when one afternoon, the 
first string running back for the varsity football team asked me to go to the movies. Everything seemed to be 
going fine at first when Matt picked me up at home and passed the parent test beautifully. He was well- 
mannered, handsome, polite, and he never drove his mom's station wagon above 25mph. That should have been 
my first tip off. He opened the door for me, insisted on purchasing the tickets and all the snacks, and kept his 
hands to himself the entire movie. | was starting to wonder if this guy was too good to be true. But as it 
turned out, he was that good. A good guy. No hidden mean streak or wild side, just a sweet, nice, wholesome 
guy. But where was the fire, a spark, something that told me this guy was going to take life by the balls? We 
went on three more dates but | realized | didn't want to be with someone didn't view the future as an 


adventure. So he very sweetly conceded to being just friends and | was back to square one. 


The next guy was Craig, student body treasurer, honor student and apparent secret sex addict. After spending 
the night fighting off his wandering hands and "accidental" gropes, one swift elbow into his nuts later, | was 
walking home alone wondering if my luck was going to change. 


Then there was Shane, surfer dude. Every date was at the beach so he could show me off to his buddies, but 
then they'd hop on their boards for hours leaving the "chicks" to sit around and talk about celebrity gossip and 
fad diets. 


Ryan: funny, smart, closeted gay. Kyle: gorgeous, sweet, dumb as a post. Dean: assholel 


My last attempt turned out to be the final straw. On the outside, Johnny seemed just right. Good-looking but 
not full of himself, smart but not pretentious. | made sure this time to hang out with him at school to make 
sure there was less chance of unwanted surprises later. Three weeks after he asked me, we finally went out. | 
didn't know what he had planned, so | was pleasantly surprised when he picked me up and took me to a 
happening restaurant up in West Hollywood packed with a kaleidoscope of characters. We were getting along 


great, laughing at how LA. the whole scene was. When we were finished with dinner | figured we would be 


heading back home, but instead he led us around the block to a hole-in-the-wall club, live metal music blasting 
out into the night. | knew this place, I'd been here plenty of times with James and our friends. Killing the mood 
doesn't even begin to cover how | felt. The mood was shot, stabbed and run over with a semi. Johnny didn't 
even notice though as he ushered me in and got us a table. Using fake ID's, like all seasoned LA club kids, we 
ordered beers and then Johnny opened the flood gates. Turns out he was a closeted metal head. And not just a 
fan but a faaaaaan. | spent the next two hours while he waxed poetic on the merits of Sabbath over Priest, 
how bull it was that bands like Def Leppard were even considered metal at all, and whether Lemmy was 
actually God. And then when | thought it couldn't get any worse, he brought up James. He's heard some badly 
recorded rehearsal sessions from James' latest band Phantom Lord and thought if Lemmy wasn't God, then 
perhaps James was. Of course he knew that we were close and then | began to wonder how much of his 
pursuit was about me or about my best friend It physically hurt to sit there and keep a neutral expression 
while he went on and on, asking question after question about everything from James' musical influences to 
what kind of cereal he ate. Most of all though, | hated being in a place where I'd spent so many fun hours with 


James. This was our world, it felt wrong being there with someone else. 


So dating was a bust. How could | have gone on so many dates and come up with nothing to show for it; no 
new boyfriend and just as in love with James as ever? Was | predisposed to find fault with them all because 
they weren't him? Did | ever give them a chance or were they doomed before they started? Had he shaped 
my idea of the perfect guy, or was it that inherently, he was my perfect guy and he just happened to already 


be my best friend? | wasn't sure I'd ever be able to answer that. 


After my failed dating attempts, | decided to put the whole idea on the back-burner and just focus on the 
things | could control. Graduation was looming and | had to nail down my college decision. It was, | knew, the 
perfect opportunity to make a real break from James, as my first choice was to attend the prestigious music 


program at U.C. Berkeley. l'd be at the other end of the state and I'd have a better chance of moving on with 


a six hour drive between us. 


| had just made a final decision about my future when the night of my high school's spring music concert 
arrived. | was performing with both the jazz ensemble and the glee club and my parents, my younger brother 
Robbie and James were all attending. Knowing he would be watching made my nerves just that much more on 
edge, especially since he'd never really heard me sing. I'd plunked out notes on guitar or my small keyboard 


during his band rehearsals, but singing I'd kept for myself. 


Jazz band was up first and | was opening our segment doing vocals on the Billie Holiday classic, Good Morning 
Heartache. Yeah, | like to keep my song choices thematically reflective of my life. Anyway, my mom and | had 
found a beautiful vintage dress in gray satin and she'd done my hair in curls with a classic shade of red on 
my lips. Even though I'd never looked or felt so glamorous, stepping onto the dark stage to perform for the 


first time ever, I'd never known such terror and such unbridled exhilaration in all my life. 


The band settled in behind me, which was my cue to begin the song acapella as our teacher had arranged. 
Taking a deep breath, | felt the music come through me and fill me as | began to sing, the joy of making music 
taking me on a high that was indescribable to anyone who wasn't a musician. | sang the first few verses 


leisurely, knowing the low and smoky tone of my voice matched the melancholy of the song perfectly. The 


stage lights came up slowly as the band joined, the piano, drums, muted sax and then clarinet layering on top 
of each other. | could see out into the audience now and instead of feeling more afraid, | felt more self- 
assured, my confidence growing as | made eye contact with different people in the first few rows. | could tell | 


had them, all of them, and it was an incredible feeling, one | knew | would never get tired of. 


Finally | let my gaze find James, my sureness momentarily deserting me as | wondered at his reaction. He was 
watching me intently, but the distance was too far to read his eyes. Catching my look, he broke into a huge 
grin, the approval | saw there sending my confidence through the ceiling. Hoping | wasn't blushing too much, the 
band and | brought the song to a close and were all gratified by the loud and raucous reaction from the 
audience. | could hear James hooting and hollering my name as | made my way quickly to my spot at the piano 


for the next song, trying hard not to smile too widely. 

After jazz band finished their set, | slipped into a simple black dress for the glee club performance. Our 
teacher, Mr. Hardy, had an unhealthy love of 10's music, so there was a lot of ABBA and disco, but he did let 
a few of us seniors pick our own song to perform and I'd kept the 10's theme by picking Simple Man by 
Lynyrd Skynyrd. | was able to recruit some guys from the concert band group and a few other members of 
the glee club sang back-up. | know it must have looked odd, dressed to the nines in my gown and done up hair 
and then settling my beat up Gibson acoustic over my shoulder as | took my spot center stage. Strumming the 


guitar a couple times, | leaned into my mic as | looked out into the crowd. 


"This song is for all of us about to make the jump into the real world. Always remember who you are and who 


has yer back." 

| started to pick the first few notes of the song and | heard a familiar "Yeah!" from the audience. Choking back 
a grin, | settled in to sing, the bluesy-ness of the song a good choice for my voice and range. I'll admit it, 
there was one point in the song where | couldn't stop from looking to James. The lyrics were especially 
poignant and | thought of him every time | sang them. 

„0h, take your time, don't live too fast 

Troubles will come and they will pass 

| locked eyes with James as | sang the next line. 

You'll find a woman and you'll find love 

And don't forget, son, there is someone up above 

And be a simple kind of man.. 


Tearing my gaze away, | purposely avoided looking at him for the rest of the performance. 


All too soon the concert was over and | grabbed my stuff and headed out to find my family. Stopped 


repeatedly by people who wanted to compliment me on my performances, | was flushed with embarrassment 
by the time | found my family. My mom and dad took turns hugging me back and forth, my mom wiping tears 
of pride from her face. Even Robbie gave me a hug after first checking there wasn't anyone he knew 
observing. James hung back, watching my family oh and ah over me. Family friends came over to say hi and 
give their congratulations and soon my folks were caught up in conversation while Robbie wandered off to find 
one of his buddies in the orchestra | found myself alone with James and he still hadnt said anything. Shyly, | 
looked up at him to see if | could discern his reaction. The last thing | expected was for him to be looking down 


at me with a fierce scowl. 


| can't believe you." He finally spoke, shaking his head. "You think you know someone and then they turn out to 
be a total stranger. | just dunno you at all Lei.” He sniffed turning up his nose in disgust. 


"What?" | was completely bewildered. 


He looked down at me again, raising an eyebrow in contempt. Then | saw his lips begin to twitch and quickly his 


face dissolved into a wide grin. 

"You should see yer face!" He snickered. "Of course l'm not pissed, you were fuckin’ incredible!" 

He whooped enthusiastically as he scooped me up into a congratulatory hug. | was giddy and relieved at his 
reaction; his opinion mattered most to me, especially when it came to music. If I'd impressed James, then 
maybe | had a real shot at making music my career. Setting me down, he kept his hands on my waist for a 
moment as he gazed down at me, a goofy smile plastered to his face. Reaching out a finger, he carefully 
brushed a curl off my face. My breath caught at the tenderness in his eyes. 

"No bullshitting Leila, | never knew ya had that kinda gift. You were amazing!" 


"Thanks Jamie." | murmured gazing up at him, calling him by the nickname only | used. 


"There's the girl of the hour!" The voice of my music teacher Mr. Hardy shattered the sweet moment and | 
had to stop myself from groaning in frustration 


"Hey Mr. Hardy." | greeted him unenthusiastically as | watched James step back, his face shuttering as it 
always did whenever he had to interact with people he didn't know. 


"Ms. McKinnon, | don't think I'm showing any favoritism by saying your pieces were the real standout of the 


evening. I've fielded quite a number of compliments on your behalf." 
"Umm, that's nice to hear." 


| really just wanted James to come back and touch my face again, but he was pretending to study a splotch on 


the auditorium ceiling. 


"So have you given your final answer to UC Berkeley? Their music program is excellent" 

That got Jamie's attention | hadn't told him about Berkeley yet 

"Yes, | wrote to them yesterday," | kept my eyes on James, "accepting their offer to attend" 
| watched how his eyes widened in surprise and then darkened with anger. 


"Good, good, glad to hear it" Mr. Hardy continued, unaware of the tension building. "Well I've got to go lock up 
the instruments in the band room. Wonderful job Ms. McKinnon, wonderful." 


He hurried off and James and | were left in silence. 
"When.when were ya gonna tell me?" | could hear the hurt in his voice and it killed me. 


"Later tonight when we had a moment alone. l'm sorry you heard it from someone else first." 


"Berkeley Lei? Berkeley is at the other end of the state, it might as well be on the other side of the fuckin’ 
planet." 


"Its not that far. Five or six hours and I'm home. Besides, l'll be back down a whole bunch and you could come 


and visit." 
He stood with his arms crossed over his chest and | recognized the stubborn expression on his face. 


"Yeah, well I'll be workin’ all the time and once | put together another band, I'll be busy with rehearsals and 
gigs." 


Now it was my turn to be hurt. 


"So l'm just supposed to sit around waitin’ ‘til you have time for me, is that it? Well screw you Jamie, | get to 


have a life tool Why dontcha schedule me in sometime around the holidays and I'll see if | can make it" 


His face crumbled as he realized how unfair he was being. Quickly placing a hand on each of my shoulders, he 


peered down at me shametaced. 

"Fuck, | didn't mean to be such an ass." He muttered. "I'm happy for ya Leila, you deserve the best of 
everything and.Berkeley will be amazing. l.l just hate the idea of not havin’ you around | like bein’ able to see 
ya whenever | want." 


"| know..me too." 


He dropped his hands to his sides and was quiet for a moment before giving me a weak attempt at a smile. 


"Look, let's not think about it right now. We should be celebrating yer big night. How about we jump in the car 
and take a drive to the beach and stick our feet in the ocean?" 


| nodded in agreement, appreciating his attempt to make me feel better. Grinning with relief, he swung an arm 


around my shoulders as he grabbed my guitar and steered us out into the warm California night. 


A few weeks later and James and | were in our usual Friday spot on the hood of his car looking up at the 


night sky. By some unspoken agreement, we didn't talk about my plans to leave in the fall. 

"My school is goin’ ape shit right now over prom." James didn't try to hide his disgust. "You'd think that nothin’ 
in the entire universe is more important than dressin' up in a monkey suit, spendin’ too much money on a girl 
you'll never see again after graduation, only to hang out the whole night with the same idiots you can barely 
stand during school." 

"I take it yer not goin’ to yer prom then?" | asked, doing my best to sound disinterested. 

"Hell no. Not even if someone paid me." 

| looked down quickly to hide the disappointment in my eyes. 

"Yeah.| didn't think you would go." 

Silenced settled between us. 

‘Of course..there's nothin’ sayin’ | can't take you to yer prom." Jamie was looking at me sideways. 

"But you just said you weren't goin\." 

"| said | wasn't goin’ to mine, | didn't say anything about not takin’ ya to yers. | know girls like this kinda shit, so 
you know, | figured you'd wanna go." His brow creased and he looked away nervously. "That is, if yer not 
already goin’ with someone else. Then this whole thing would be really awkward." 

| tried to suppress the giant grin working at the corners of my mouth. | knew he was only asking because he 
was my best friend and thought he was doing me a favor by asking. Honestly, | didn't care. | was going to the 
freaking prom with James! 


"| wouldn't wanna go with anyone else." Somehow | managed to keep my tone casual. 


| stole a look over at him and he had a self-satisfied smile on his face. 


‘Of course," | added mischievously, "I'll expect a limo, corsage, dinner at a fancy restaurant, and obviously you'll 
need to rent a tux" 


His eyes widened in horror. 


"Oh hell no! | can deal with the rest, but no fuckin’ way am | wearin’ a." His voice trailed off as he noticed me 


trying to fight back laughter. "You suck! You really, really suck" 

But he was starting to chuckle too and soon the two of us were rolling at the image of Jamie in a tuxedo. 
The night of prom arrived and though James did not wear a tux, he had managed to clean up rather nicely 
wearing jeans, a white dress shirt, a black tie loose at the neck and a black suit jacket. He looked so handsome 
that | almost tripped on the stairs as | made my grand entrance in my knee length strapless gown. | know it 
must have been a trick of the light, but | was certain that when he turned to look up at me, for a moment 
his eyes darkened with some emotion that left me breathless. Whatever it was, it was gone in a moment and 
replaced with a goofy smile. 

"Hey Short Stack." 

His eyes were twinkling with mischief as he called me by his nickname for me and immediately | was on guard. 
"What?" | looked down at my dress, thinking maybe |'d spilled something on it already. 


"Nothin. Just wondering what kinda Kung Fu move yer mom had to use to get ya into a dress." 


He snickered and | gave him a not too gentle shove. Just then, my mom came in followed by my dad holding 


the Polaroid camera. 

"Ohhh, look at you two." My mom was beaming with pride. "You both are gorgeous." 
"Thanks Mrs. McKinnon" James was blushing furiously. 

Now it was my time to snicker. 


"Ok, ok, let's get a couple of pictures before you head out" My dad insisted, directing us to stand over by the 


fireplace in the family room. 
We stood next to each other suddenly feeling awkward. 
"Oh wait!" Jamie spoke up abruptly. "| forgot something." 


He ran out of the room and came back a minute later holding a clear plastic box. Opening it, he carefully 


removed a wrist corsage made up of delicate white flowers that perfectly complimented my pale aqua silk and 


chiffon dress. 
"You said | had to bring a corsage." He grinned as he lifted my left hand and carefully slipped it over my wrist. 


| was touched by his thoughtfulness and I'll admit it, my hand in his felt really good; | was barely aware that 
my dad was taking pictures. 


"Ok, great." My mom broke the moment. "Let's get you with your arms around each other.” 
"Huh?" Jamie looked slightly freaked. 


"Relax dear." She scolded warmly. "We just want to make sure we get the proper prom pose. Now you step 


over behind Leila and wrap your arms around her waist." 


James did as he was told but | could tell he felt uncomfortable doing it. It occurred to me that if | was any 
other girl, he'd have been more than happy to oblige. Still, when | felt his arms slide around me pulling me up 


against him, for a moment | could imagine that | was the only girl he wanted to hold. 


"Smile Leila." 


Ten minutes later, after many photos and promises to be safe, we headed out of the house. Expecting Jamie's 


car, | was surprised to see his brother's much nicer Oldsmobile parked in front. Looking at James, he shrugged. 
"I know it's not a limousine but it's better than my piece of shit" 

"No, it's great. I'm just surprised Dave let you take it" 

"Yeah well, he said we both deserved to have the best prom ever and then he gave me the keys." 


We got to the car but Jamie waved my hand away as | reached for the handle. Opening the door himself with 
an exaggerated flourish, | slipped into the front seat. The dress rode up high on my thighs and | quickly yanked 
the material back into place, looking up to make sure James hadn't noticed. He was holding the door still but 
seemed to have found something fascinating about the rubber seal on the window. Seeing that | was in 


securely in, he closed the door and came around the other side. 


Jamie selected an Aerosmith cassette and we took off to grab a bite to eat at our favorite taco place. Despite 
the formal clothes and the earlier awkwardness, we quickly fell into easy conversation just like we always did. 
We talked about graduation and our plans for the summer; James was looking for full-time work while he 
figured out where to go with his music. Even though we hadn't discussed Berkeley since the night of my 
concert, we both already felt the weight of my departure. Things were going to change very soon, though | 


didn't know then how much. 


An hour later we arrived at the gym to find the prom in full swing. The room was decorated with a Stairway 
to Heaven theme with white balloons grouped together like clouds and somehow they'd constructed an actual 
curved staircase painted in gold metallic. The teacher chaperones all wore angel wings and halos and James and 
| doubled over in laughter to see his old six foot, 240Ib football coach dressed like a cherub. 

We moved around the room stopping and saying hi to people we knew. The prom committee had sprung for a 
cover band and they didn't seem to be half bad as we paused to watch them. Unfortunately | didn't notice 
Craig approaching us until it was too late. He'd been one of the worst of the guys | had dated earlier in the 
school year. The jackass had tried to put his hand up my shirt several times on our one date, so I'd elbowed 
him hard in the nuts. Apparently he thought | was only playing hard to get as he'd continued to ask me out 
despite my adamant "no's". 

"Hey Leila." He ignored Jamie completely. 

"Craig." | said flatly, my lip curling in contempt. 

"Man you look really, really good tonight. | mean, fuckin’ A, really good." 


His lascivious gaze went up and down my body and | knew there wasn't enough hot water and soap on the 


planet to make me feel clean again. 
"How about ya come dance with me?" He slid a finger down my bare arm. 


| was about to smack his hand away when | felt James come up close and slide an arm possessively around my 
waist. 


"Hey asshole, get yer hand off my girl" He growled low. 


Though he was skinny as a stick, Jamie still towered over Craig and the look on his face made it clear he had 


no problem fucking up anyone who crossed him. Craig yanked his hand off me. 

"L.l didn't think you two were a thing." He stuttered, his eyes going wide at the fierceness in Jamie's eyes. 
"Well ya thought wrong. I'd fuckin’ walk away if | was you." 

Craig took him at his word and beat a hasty retreat. 


| breathed a sigh of relief and looked sideways at James to thank him. He was staring after Craig, his face 


tense, a muscle ticking in his clenched jaw. 


"Quick thinking," | tried to distract him, "making him think that I'm yer girlfriend” 


"That guy's a dick." He muttered angrily. 

"You dunno the half of it” | mumbled, loving the feeling of Jamie's arm still at my waist. 

| felt him stiffen at my words and his arm tightened around me reflexively. 

"Has he hassled you before?" 

Anger was building again in his voice. | didn't want him to get into a fight, so | was quick to defuse. 


"No, nothin' to worry about, he's a pervert with all the girls." | figured it would be wise to leave out the part 


where | actually went on a date with the jerk. "Don't worry, karma will kick his ass eventually.” 


"Maybe." James didn't look convinced. "I don't want him messin’ with you again, so | think it would be good if we 


just let him continue to think we're a couple." 
"Um, ok. If you think it'll help." 


The fact that | didn't break out in song, clear the dance floor with a forward triple hand spring or scream 
hallelujah, is a real testament to my self-control. Somehow | kept it together as | spent the evening snugged up 
tight against his hip, his hand securely around my waist as we walked around. He doted on me, bringing me 
punch and food and | even got him on the dance floor when they played songs that weren't too offensive to his 
metal sensibilities. It was without a doubt the most perfect night of my life. 


The best though was when the band started in on the Eagles’ | Can't Tell You Why. James held his hand out 
expectantly and without hesitation | placed my hand in his and was led out to the dance floor. We stopped 
under the spinning disco ball and the points of light sprinkled over us like stars in the sky as he slipped his 
hands around my waist, my arms immediately stretching up to wrap around his neck. We started to sway to 


the music, an awkward silence falling between us as we avoided eye contact. 


Suddenly | felt Jamie lean down and gather me closer, his lips sending shock waves through my body as they 
brushed against my right ear. 


"Asshole is watchin." He whispered in my ear, sending more sparks through me. 

Who was | to look a gift horse in the mouth? 

"We better make this believable then 

Before he could ask what | meant, | placed a soft kiss on his neck. | know he wasn't expecting it as | felt him 
tense up. Grazing my lips along his skin, | moved upwards, placing a second kiss along his jawline. More than 


anything, | wanted to continue my trail of kisses up to his lips, but | knew it would be a mistake. He was 


pretending, | was not, and if | kissed him now, he'd know it for sure. Instead, | tucked my head under his chin 


and laid my head on his chest, content to listen to his heart beating as we swayed to the rest of the song. 
The rest of the night was a blur and honestly, | couldn't let go of the melancholy that had settled over me 
after our dance. It sure had felt real, even if for just a moment. We listened to music on the radio on the car 
ride home, neither of us speaking. When we pulled up to my house, he hopped out and chivalrously opened the 
door for me, even going so far as to offer me his hand. That one sweet action reminded me of what a 
wonderful friend | had in James. No matter my feelings for him, | didn't want to fuck up what we had. Pasting 
on an overly bright smile, | took his hand and climbed out. 

"| do declare," | did my best Scarlett O'Hara, "you southern men have just the nicest manners." 

"Southern?" He raised a questioning eyebrow. 

"Ok, fine Southern California” | amended. 


He rolled his eyes at my terrible joke and | gave him a playful push as we walked up to my door. 


‘You know though, that was really nice of you to play out that whole charade tonight" | kept my voice light. "I 
think we totally had Craig fooled" 


"Ya think?" 

‘Oh hell yeah. You scared the shit outta him, | don't think he'll come near me now." 

"Yeah, well | am a badass." Jamie bobbed his head arrogantly. 

"Umm ok, sure." | added just the right teasing tone. 

"Hey, are you doubting my badassery?" 

"Badassery, that's not even a word. You just made that up." 

"When yer a badass like me, you can make up words any time you want." 

That got me laughing and whatever discomfort left over from earlier was gone. | invited him in, knowing he 


could never pass up on my mom's homemade treats, and we sat for hours in the living room talking, laughing 


and scarfing down a dozen of my mom's chocolate toffee brownies. 


The next month passed swiftly and suddenly it was graduation day. | attended Jamie's ceremony the day before 
mine, sitting with his brothers and his younger sister. | knew that James had invited his dad, but he'd given 


some half ass excuse for not coming. James tried to play it off as if it was no big deal but | knew he was 


hurt. When his name was called to receive his diploma, | screamed extra loud, wanting him to know that there 
were people there for him on his important day. Even at a distance across the football field, | could see a grin 


spread across his face. 


The next day was my turn and when | made way up onto the stage, sure enough, "Leilal" roared across the 
stadium and | was stifling fits of laughter as | shook hands with the principal and school district superintendent. 
Later, when | met up with Jamie and my family, he tried to play it off like he was innocent of embarrassing 


me in front of the entire graduating class. 


Following the ceremony, we headed back to my house where my parents were throwing a dual graduation party 
for both of us. Many of our family and friends were invited and it turned into quite the bash. In the evening, 
we lit a fire in the backyard and all of us kids hung out around it. James brought his guitar and even got me 
to sing lead on the Rolling Stones’ Wild Horses. It was the first time I'd sung while he accompanied and it was 
amazing making music with him. He grinned at me the entire song, making it almost impossible to remember 


the words. 

After that night, the summer passed at warp speed; Jamie and | were hell-bent on packing in as much as we 
could before | left for Berkeley at the end of August. He moved out of his brother's place and in with his 
buddy Ron from his days in Downey and they started up a new band that included some guys from James’ 
previous group. He got a job too working at a sticker factory, something to pay the bills. No matter how busy 
he was though, he made time for me. We spent lazy days at the beach, evenings we'd head to the clubs to 
hear live music or hang out with friends; but no matter our plans, we'd still end the day on the hood of his 
car talking and looking at the stars at our favorite Downey park. 

"That'll be us one day." He cryptically announced late one evening as we stared at the night sky. 

"What's that?" | asked, smothering a yawn 

"Stars. We'll be stars." 

"Floating balls of gas? 


He nudged me with his elbow. 


"Shut up, you know what | mean, Not like stars in the sky but stars who are famous and do whatever the 


fuck they want." 
"But we'll never act like assholes and forget who we are or." 
"Where we came from." He cut in. 


Something in his voice made me sit up to see his face better. He was looking upwards but | knew he wasn't 


seeing the twinkling lights. 


"Jamie, the things that have happened to you..they happened to you..not because of you. You don't have to. 
dunno..define yourself by the bad things. There's been good stuff too." 


He turned to look at me but it was too dark to read his eyes. 


"What am | gonna do without you Leila when yer gone?" He asked softly. "Who's gonna keep me from goin’ off 
the rails?" 


The air was crackling with electricity and | knew it would be so easy to lean down and kiss him and tell him | 


was always with him because my heart was his. 


"Then you call me, no matter the time of day or night" | sighed instead as | looked out at the trees barely 
visible in the night. "I know it won't be like it is now, but I'll be back down as much as | can. Besides, you'll be so 


busy with yer job and the band, you'll barely notice l'm not around." 
"Bullshit." 
"Yeah.." | agreed as | laid back down next to him, "total bullshit." 


Berkeley was starting to feel more and more like the worse decision I'd ever made. What was | thinking moving 
so far away from everyone | loved? What would happen to James and me with so much distance between us, 
would it hurt our friendship? Would | fall out of love with him or even worse, would he fall in love with 
someone else? That was the question that scared me the most. As far as | knew, he'd never dated and always 
claimed to be too busy with his music to make the time. Of course | was relieved, it was hard enough being 
secretly in love with him without having to contend with that. He was so incredibly shy, I'd never even seen 
him really make eye contact with a girl other than me. He was only comfortable with people he knew and when 
he was performing. But | knew it was only a matter of time before some girl saw through the introvert and 
discovered the amazing guy underneath. My heart squeezed at the thought. Yeah ok, strike my earlier 
statement, leaving was the right choice. Being in love with someone who didn't love me back was slowly eating 
away at me. | was stuck, unable to move forward until | figured out how to get over him. | already ached 


knowing what was ahead of me. 


Pretty soon the day came to leave. My car was packed and I'd just said a tearful farewell with my family; 
even Robbie seemed sad about my leaving. | headed over to the house that James shared with Ron, trying to 
gear myself up for our goodbye. Just as | was about to knock, the door opened and Ron stepped out, giving me 


a wide smile. 
"Hey Lei Lei." 


"Hey Ronnie, is James around?" 


"Yeah, but watch out, he's in a shit mood" 

"Thanks, for the warning." | chuckled. "I guess I'll see you when I'm back for Thanksgiving," 
"Oh right, yer takin’ off for college." He nodded his head. "Yeah, that explains it” 

| was mystified. 

"Explains what?" 


He jerked his head towards the interior of the house, but before | could say anything, he was reaching out to 


hug me. 

"Gotta go before l'm late for work. You take care of yourself" 

| echoed his goodbye before stepping inside and closing the door behind me. It took a moment for my eyes to 
adjust to the dim interior but | saw that the front room was empty. Walking towards the back, | went straight 
to the garage which had been set-up as a practice space. James was sitting with his back to the door noodling 
on his guitar but staring off into space. l'd never heard the tune before but it had a hauntingly sad quality. 
"Workin on a new song?" | asked quietly. 

Without turning around, he shrugged his shoulder. 

"Yeah. | call it, My Best Friend's Ditching My Ass for Greener Pastures." 

| was surprised by the bitterness in his voice. 

‘Oh come on Jamie, you know that's not true." 

"Isnt it?" 

| threw my hands up, even though he still had his back turned. 


"Of course not. I'm not ditching you. You know how much you matter to me." 


"I thought | did" He answered sullenly. "I thought it was you and me against the world.but now yer up and 


leavin’ me. Just like everyone else has." 
| sucked in a sharp breath. 


"You know that's not truel I'm not leavin’ for good.. and you'll always be the most important person in my life." 


| waited in vain for him to respond but his silence spoke volumes. We'd avoided talking about this moment all 
summer and now that it was here, the reality of my leaving was like a megaton bomb to our friendship. | 
didn't want to leave things like this though but he didn't seem to want to hear anything | had to say. | felt 


tears begin to well up in my eyes. Damn him for making this harder than it already was. 


“Alright, well | just came to say goodbye." Still nothing. Hurt and anger burned through me. "Fine. Goodbye 


Jamie. Have a nice life." 


With that, | rushed back down the hall, tears rolling freely down my face. | was almost at the front door when 


suddenly | felt strong arms wrap around me from behind, preventing me from moving. 

"Letgo." | struggled against him but he held me tight. "Let go!” The words came out on a sob. 

"l'm sorry Lei, l'm so sorry." He was murmuring against my ear. "It's just that.its killin’ me that yer leavin." 
Finally | stopped resisting and let him hold me. 


"| don't wanna leave you either." | choked out. "I'm scared of bein’ all alone, scared of failing. Bein’ away from 


you most of all." 


"I know, | know. I've been so busy thinkin’ about how | felt, | didn't stop to think how you were handling it. I've 
been a selfish asshole and I'm sorry." He turned me in his arms and wrapped me up tight, my head resting 
against his chest. "I don't think ya know how much I've come to depend on you Leila" He spoke quietly, his hand 
running soothingly up and down my back. "My mom's gone and my dad could care less, but you..you've always 
been there for me, we've always had each other to count on When you told me about goin' to Berkeley, it 
freaked me out knowin' | wouldn't have you around, not like it's always been" He paused for a long moment. "| 


realized something though, something I've known for a long time but was too chicken shit to say out loud." 


Something in his tone caused bells and sirens to go off in my head. He wasn't..wait.was he about to tell me 
that he had feelings for me? Had | read him wrong all this time? Could it possibly be true? My heart began to 


hammer loudly and | held my breath as he continued speaking. 


‘| came to the realization that..nothing else matters.not even my music..nothing matters more to me than 
you." His voice was deep with emotion. "You are my family. You are the one who supports me and cares about 


me like family should. And now that yer goin’ away, | needed ya to know how important you are to me." 


A fresh wave of tears rolled down my cheeks and | squeezed my eye shut against his bittersweet words. He 


loved me..but he loved me like family. 


"So if you need me," He continued, unaware how his word were affecting me, "I don't care what it is, you call 


me and I'll be there. Got it? No matter what, I'll always come when ya need me. That's what families do." 


| could hear the heartfelt sentiment in his voice. 
"That's what families do." | repeated his words in a whisper, feeling my heart constrict. 


James held me for a while until finally | reluctantly pulled out of his arms. Then he walked me out to my car 
and with one last hug, buckled me back in and sent me on my way. | could see him in my rear-view mirror, 
standing out in the middle of the street waving goodbye until the distance grew too great and he disappeared 


from view. 


Chapter 2 


| don't know how | got through the first few months away at school. Surrounded by new people, places, 
experiences, a whole new life, but | walked through it like it was a dream, going through the motions of 
attending classes, studying, sleeping and eating. | don't know how long | would have stayed in that fog if it hadn't 
been for Kelly. We were in the same dorm but | didn't officially meet her until a few days before Halloween 
She was battling with the snack vending machine in the lounge of our dorm while | sat nearby trying to study 
for American lit. She was two seconds from putting her foot through the glass, so | jumped up and gave a 
solid thump to the machine, low near the change return. A bag of M€M's magically appeared at the bottom. 
"Wow, how'd you do that?" 

| almost cracked a smile at the awe in her voice. 


"I spend a lot of time studying down here, ya pick up a trick or two." 


"Thanks!" The girl replied cheerfully, grabbing the bag of candy. "And just so you know, I'm pretty sure yer my 


new favorite person" 

| shrugged modestly and headed back to my spot on the couch. A second later, | felt someone flop down next 
to me; slanting my eyes, | could see it was M€M chick Casually, she ripped open the bag and popped a couple 
pieces in her mouth, smiling in satisfaction. 

"Want some?" 

The bag was being waved temptingly under my nose. 

"Um..'m good." 

She didn't get the hint. 

"You know you waaaant some. It's the least | owe ya for rescuing my chocolate." 

The smell of chocolate was tough to resist. 


"Fine. I'll have a couple.” As if it was a hardship to eat chocolate. 


She handed me the bag and | poured a couple in my hand and gave the candy back to her. We sat there for a 


couple minutes chewing contentedly. 


"So I'm Kelly by the way. Chocoholic.” She grinned unabashedly. 


"Leila. Snack emancipator." 

Kelly's smile widened. 

"A smartass, | like it." 

| couldn't help but get caught up by her charm. 

"Well, sarcasm is on my short list of life essentials." 

She raised an eyebrow in curiosity. 

"Really? What are the other ones?" 

"Mexican food, the ocean, the people | love and music." | rattled off my list without hesitation 

"Wow, good list. Alright, let's see. FeHuccini Alfredo..chocolate, of course..my dog Chachi and fashion" 
"You named yer dog Chachi?" 


"| was like goin’ through a Scott Baio phase, which | can't even believe now." She shook her head in self- 


deprecation. "That reminds me, | have to add hot guys to my list. Totally can't live without them." 
"Aint that the truth?" | muttered under my breath but Kelly heard it. 

"Ahh, that's what it is." 

"What, what is?" | asked in confusion, 

"Why you've been walkin’ around like the saddest freshman in the history of Berkeley.” 

Great. 

"Am | really that bad?" | scowled at the thought. 


"Yeah, pretty much." She confirmed, but not unkindly. "You totally don't even notice how the boys around here 


are always tryin to get yer attention, askin’ to borrow pens and notepaper.” 
"Oh, | was startin’ to wonder about that. I've had to restock my supplies twice now." 
"Yep, but now it all makes sense." Kelly was nodding sagely. "So what's his name?" 


"Whose name?" | was mystified. 


"The boy, the hot guy from back home that's got you so hung up. What's his name? And more importantly, 
what did he do to make you so sad?" 


Part of me wanted to tell her to fuck off for prying into my life, but | could see sincerity in her dark brown 
eyes. | wasn't very good with girls, having spent most of my youth hanging out with the boys. In high school, 
most of the girls were super bitchy and so I'd never developed a true female friendship. Maybe | was overdue. 
"There is a boy." | sighed, feeling the familiar pang when my thoughts turned to him. "His name is James." 

"Are you totally in love with him?" 

| nodded without hesitation and she continued. 


"Is he in love with you?" 


Her eyes darkened in sympathy as | shook my head sadly. | was surprised when she reached out and squeezed 
my hand consolingly. 


‘lm sorry Leila 

| let out a long breath. 

"Me too." 

We were quiet for a moment. Kelly spoke up first, a sunny smile back on her face. 


"So | know we totally just met, but you've shared yer boy drama and | opened up about my Scott Baio 


obsession, so clearly we're like already best friends for life." 


Her eyes were sparkling with humor and | couldn't stop from laughing out loud. She was a human roller coaster 


and apparently | was now along for the ride. 


"Anywho," she pressed on, deliberately ignoring my laughter, "I've decided that it will be my mission in life to 
pull you outta this funk and get ya back on the path of college depravity." 


"Depravity?" | asked, one eyebrow raised questioningly. 


"Keggers, frat boys. We young-ins like to call it fun" She gave me an overly exaggerated pointed look "You 
remember fun right?" 


"Bite me." 


Kelly grinned broadly. 
"I knew | was gonna like you. We're gonna get along great" 


Damn if she wasn't true to her word. And though sometimes | fought her on it, Kelly forced me out of my 


solitary existence and back out into the world. 


It turned out that she had grown up just north of me in Burbank but came up to the Bay Area to study 
design and business with dreams of someday starting her own fashion line. She truly became a trusted friend 
and where | was more quiet and introspective, she was chatty and outgoing. The yin to each other's yang, but 
somehow we worked. We went to those keggers and met way more frat boys than I'd ever wanted to meet, 


but she was right, eventually | began to, if not enjoy, | certainly learned to appreciate my life at Berkeley. 


Over time, | told her the whole sorry story of my unrequited love for my best friend. It was one of the few 
times | actually saw Kelly somber. She completely sympathized with my hopeless situation and never once did 
she judge me or make me feel foolish for loving someone who had no interest in loving me back. It felt amazing 
to finally open up about all of it to someone and she learned to recognize when | needed her to pull me out of 


a funk and when to just leave me to my wallowing. 


Soon she was helping me in other ways too. Slowly she began to work at some of my rough edges, convincing 
me to grow out of my less endearing tomboy tendencies. Kelly became the Professor Higgins to my Eliza 
Doolittle, with her very own grand plan to turn Leila McKinnon into a lady. | didn't exactly go along with all her 
ideas, but over time, even | had to admit that some of her suggestions and ideas had merit. The biggest 
change was when | let her convince me to start dressing like a girl As a fashion major, she loved that | could 
be her own walking talking real live mannequin I'll admit, | felt incredibly awkward at first, completely out of my 
comfort zone in anything other than baggy jeans and loose t-shirts. Dressing down had always been sort of a 
shield, a way to avoid attention, especially from guys; | had never encouraged them to notice me for a number 
of reasons. For one, | was shy, | just didn't like the attention. | wasn't into flirting and playing the sexpot, so I'd 
tried to discourage it by toning down my looks as much as possible. The other reason was that | hadn't wanted 
to stand out from the group of guys that | had grown up with. | was never going to change the fact that | 
was a girl but | certainly didn't have to emphasize it. Now | understood though that neither of those reasons 
held water anymore. | was a girl and attracted interest whether | encouraged it or not. | needed to learn to 


become comfortable in my own skin, to appreciate who | was and not hide myself away. 


In that same vein, | decided to finally form my own band. My confidence as a musician was steadily growing and 
| knew | was finally ready to step out into the spotlight. My success the previous year at my high school 
concert had given me a boost and I'd started participating in a concert series at Hertz Hall, a venue on campus 
where anyone from the performing arts group could give free performances during lunch. So | placed an ad in 
the campus student paper and after some interesting auditions (Wind chimes? Really?), | found some other 
musicians who were interested in having fun and gaining experience. One of the guys had a garage and we 
would meet and jam 2-3 times a week developing our style and sound. It was surreal at first to be in the band 
rather than sitting on the sidelines watching the band like I'd done for years. Eventually we ventured out of 


the garage and started to play at parties and then some of the local clubs, where we performed mostly rock 


and metal covers. | was writing too, but those stayed tucked away for me alone. 


While | was off at school, James was busy getting his music plans up and rumning too. He'd met some kid the 
previous year who'd run an ad looking to put together a band. Though he'd been reluctant to answer the ad, I'd 
convinced him to give it a shot. He'd come back saying that even though the guy had an impressive European 
metal record collection and a kick-ass sound system, he was nowhere near the level of musician that James 
was itching to play with, so he'd passed. Apparently though, the kid, whose name was Lars, was back asking 
James to form a band again, only this time he'd sweetened the deal with an actual record contract. Well, it was 
one song on a compilation album that was being produced with local LA metal acts, but James was stoked to 
get any kind of opportunity to get his music out there, so he and Lars started a band together and took to 
calling themselves Metallica. | had to admit, it sounded a whole lot better than Leather Charm, the name of 
Jamie's previous band. Ron joined on bass and after a couple false starts, they found some guy named Dave to 


take on lead guitar. 


Our lives were busy but we still managed to call each other every few days to catch each other up on all 
that was happening. It wasn't as good as seeing each other face to face, but considering my feelings for James, 
the distance was a good thing. Or so | kept telling myself. The reality was, | missed him terribly, despite how 
busy | was with school and the band. | missed our special connection, the feeling of us against the world. And 
even with Kelly and the parties and nights out, | was lonely. Nothing felt right if | wasn't sharing it with Jamie. 
| told myself over and over that things would get easier, that over time and being away from him, | would 
learn to live and accept a life without him. But he was everywhere, he was with me all the time. | wondered if 


he thought about me as much as | thought about him. Did his life feel somehow less because | wasn't in it? 

| got my answer when | came home for Thanksgiving. I'd been home for less than an hour when the front 
doorbell rang. Opening the door, | was shocked to see Jamie standing there looking nervous and uncertain. We 
stared at each for a moment before | threw myself into his arms. He wrapped me up tight in his arms, lifting 
me off the ground. 

| couldn't wait another minute." He murmured against my ear. 


‘'m so glad yer here." | whispered. "| missed you." 


He squeezed me closer before finally setting me back on the ground. Taking a step back, he grinned down at me 
with that smile that always made me weak in the knees. 


"So this is what a college girl looks like." He looked me over as if he wasn't impressed. "Looks just like this high 


school girl | used to know." 


| knew he was teasing but suddenly | was glad that I'd intentionally gone back to my tomboy look of old while at 


home, not wanting to shock everyone with too many changes. 


"Yeah well, | left my formal robes and smoking pipe back at school" | said snootily, before grinning back at him. 


He smiled happily at me while he shoved his hands into the front pockets of his shorts. 


"So, you wanna go for a ride? Maybe down to the beach?" He jerked his head towards his truck parked in front 
of the house. 


Uh..fuck yeah! 
"Sure, let me change and tell my mom." 


Five minutes later, after changing and letting my mom know | was heading out, we were in the car on our way 
to Redondo Beach. It was a beautiful Southern California fall day, which meant it was 16 degrees and no 
summer fog. We blasted music on the car cassette player and | felt happier than | had in months with the 
open window wind blowing through my hair and Jamie sitting inches from me. Tears prickled at the back of my 
eyes. Looking sideways, | could see that gorgeous smile in full effect as he drove, his fingers tapping in time to 


the music. This is where | wanted to be, always. 


Arriving at the beach, we parked and grabbed supplies from a local convenience store. Walking out onto the 
sand, | felt every worry melt away as | gazed out towards the expanse of open ocean Finding a good spot, we 
laid out a blanket and | stripped out of my t-shirt and shorts to reveal a string bikini. James suddenly seemed 
very focused on filling the cooler we brought with sodas and ice, but | didn't pay much attention as | rubbed 
on suntan lotion and stretched out with a happy sigh. | felt him lay down next to me and the familiar pull of 


his body to mine kicked in, like every cell in me was attuned to every one of his. 

We got up at some point and took a swim in the ocean, the temperate water cooling on my skin and my 
overwrought senses. After swimming and playing, we came back tired and flopped onto the blanket, both of us 
laying on our stomachs as the warm sun dried the salty water from our bodies. | laid my head down on my 
folded arms, enjoying the feeling of the warmth and the muted roar of the waves in the distance. James was 


quiet and | began to wonder if he'd fallen asleep. | opened one eye and caught him looking at me. 


"What is it? Do | have a starfish attached to my head like one of those cartoons we used to watch when we 


were kids?" 

He shook his head, his dark blonde hair falling over his face. 
"Nope, just makin sure yer still here." 

| lifted my head and looked at him closely. 


"Where else would | be silly? You know yer my best friend, which by definition, means | like hangin’ out with 


you more than | like hangin’ out with anyone else on the entire planet" 


He smiled at that but then his face grew serious again. 


| was afraid you'd come back different." He looked off into the distance as he muttered, "Or that you wouldn't 


come back at all." 


He words were a reminder of how much hurt and anxiety James carried around, a byproduct of feeling 
isolated as a child and losing both his parents, in a way, at too young an age. The fact that he was afraid of 


losing me as well, lay heavily on my mind. 


I'm never gonna abandon you or give up on you." | said it matter-of-factly as | caught his gaze and held it. 


‘It's never gonna happen Jamie. Yer stuck with me." 
He gave me a lopsided smile and | could see the tension ease from his face. 

"Im stuck with you huh? Might make it awkward when | have to take a piss” 

"Ugh, gross!" | shoved him in the shoulder, wrinkling my nose. "I did not need to have that in my head! 


He laughed at my disgust and we joked back and forth for the rest of the afternoon before we piled back in 


the car for the ride home. 


He came back the following day for Thanksgiving and it felt like old times having him at the dining table with 
my parents and brother. | loved watching him interact with my family because they treated him like one of 
their own and | could see how much it meant to him to have that kind of unconditional love and to feel 


included. 


He had to work the next day and | had stuff to do with my family but we'd made plans to meet up the day 
after for rehearsal with some of the guys in his new band. My dad dropped me off at the house Jamie shared 
with Ron and when | approached the front door, | could hear that they'd already started. Letting myself in, | 
made my way back to the garage, pausing outside the door to listen as they covered a Sabbath song. This new 
drummer Lars didn't have the technical skills | knew that James was hoping for, but he seemed to almost 
make up for it with a high level of enthusiasm. Slipping in quietly, | closed and leaned back against the door. Ron 
saw me first and gave a wide and welcoming smile, while Jamie had his eyes closed, lost in the music. Watching 
him covertly, | let my eyes wander over him, feeling that same powerful rush of emotions roll through me. 
Three months away had done nothing to lessen my feelings. Of course, | hadn't really helped myself with that 
cause in the slightest. 


"Wait, wait, wait!" An irritated voice called out from somewhere behind the drum kit. 
There was a jarring cacophony of instruments coming to a halt. 


"Come on man!" Continued the voice. "No chicks at rehearsals. What the fuck?" 


James finally spied me and gave a wide grin. 
"Leila ain't a chick. She's one of us." 
| think | was supposed to feel flattered. | didn't. 


Ron put down his bass and came over to give me a hug while a short, wiry teen with a smudge of a 


mustache, came from behind the kit and looked at me accusingly. 

"She's got tits and she's way too fuckin’ hot to not be a chick!" 

"Lay off Lars." Jamie's eyes were narrowed in warning. "Leila stays and nobody gives her any shit. Got it?" 
Lars looked like he wanted to argue but something in James’ face must have convinced him to keep quiet. 
"Fine." 

He shot me an annoyed glance and | knew | had to nip this in the bud. Stepping forward, | stuck my hand out. 
"Hey Lars, I'm Leila. James tells me yer a big Diamond Head fan, followed them around for a while too | hear." 
Lars shook my hand reluctantly while eying me suspiciously. 

"What, you've heard of them?" 

He said it in a way that made it clear that he didn't believe it possible. 

"Lightning to the Nations kicks some serious ass. | think The Prince is a great song for the band to cover but | 
keep trying to convince James to swap in Am | Evil over Helpless. | love them both, but Evil's creepy, menacing 
vibe is a way better fit" 

"I keep sayin’ the same thing!" Lars agreed enthusiastically, instantly forgetting his earlier reservations. 

"Oh shit" Jamie groaned. "You two are ganging up on me already. l'm fucked." 

Lars and | exchanged sideways smirks and | knew we were going to get along fine. 

The guys practiced for three hours while | sat and listened, giving feedback when asked. | was cautious at first, 
knowing | still needed to tread lightly with Lars, but by the time the practice was over, we were talking and 
teasing each other like old friends. The four of us went and got some dinner before heading to a club in West 


Hollywood to hear some live music. We never even had to show our fake ID's anymore, all the bouncers knew 


us and usually let us right in without having to wait in line. 


The band was pretty good and we had a blast watching and critiquing their performance, comparing notes on 
how we'd do things similarly or different in our own bands. | was in such a good mood, happy to be back on my 
home turf with James, | drank more than my normal beer or two and soon | was feeling really good, the world 
around me pleasantly blurry. The band started playing Bringin: on the Heartache by Def Leppard and | gave 
myself over to the need to dance, moving my hips and shoulders to the rhythm, only vaguely aware of the 
stares from the guys in the crowd as | swayed. Unknown to anyway but me, the combination of the 
melancholy song and the alcohol, were bringing my deeper feelings close to the surface. 

"Damn dude." | heard Lars mutter from somewhere behind me. "How do ya even say no to that?" 

"I told you, it's not like that" Jamie growled and | recognized the irritation in his voice. 

"Wow, well you must have some fuckin’ super human self-control." 


| was so buzzed, | was only half listening to their conversation and most of it was going over my head. 


"Hope you really mean it though dude," Lars continued, "cuz there are a lotta sharks circling. I'm thinkin’ we'll 


have extra room in the car ride back home." 


| noticed that James wasn't saying anything and just as | was about to turn around to see if he was still 


there, | felt someone come up behind me. 
"You doin’ ok?" 


Jamie's breath tickled my ear as he leaned down, getting close so | could hear over the band. The heat from 


his body was calling to me and | threw caution to the wind and allowed myself to lean back against him. 
Feelin’ no pain" | could hear the slurring in my voice but didn't care. 

"How ‘bout | take you outside for some air?" 

| shook my head and relaxed against him even more. 

"| wanna dance. Dance with me Jamie." 

| felt his sigh against my back 

"Leila." 

"Ok, I'll go find someone else who will." 


| realized it wasn't a very good threat since he probably didn't really care who | danced with. 


"Fine. I'll dance." 


He began to sway along with me and | felt myself melt into him. At some point he wrapped his arms around 
my waist, | assumed to keep me steady. Laying my head back against his shoulder, | sang the lyrics softly, 
little did he know | was singing to him. 


When the song ended and the band started in on something with a faster beat, | was pleasantly surprised that 
James stayed and continued dancing along with me. We actually had a blast making up silly moves to make each 
other laugh, doing our best air guitar or just singing along to the songs we knew while we grooved. | knew | had 


a smile a mile wide but | didn't care, in fact, Jamie's smile was just as wide as mine. 


By the time we headed home, | was exhausted. Combined with the alcohol I'd consumed, | was only vaguely 
aware of laying my cheek on Jamie's shoulder in the backseat of Ron's car before | was out. At some point, | 
had the sensation of floating before being tucked into a bed | snuggled into the blankets and slipped into a deep 


sleep. 


The sound of someone's quiet breathing was the first indicator the next morning that | was not in my own 
room at my parent's house the next morning. | opened one eyeball and could peripherally see a popcorn ceiling 
and some concert and metal posters tacked onto a far wall. A breeze was rustling my hair and then | became 
aware of heat radiating along the length of my body. Opening my other eyeball, | got a good look at my 
situation and almost gasped out loud. Apparently the guys hadn't wanted to take me home and explain to my 
mom and dad why | was shnockered, so James had brought me to his place and let me sleep in his bed. With 
him in it. With him still in it. | was pressed up against his side, my head resting against his shoulder while one 
of his arms was wrapped around my waist, keeping me from rolling off his narrow twin mattress. It was his 
soft breathing that | felt against my hair as he snored softly. Holy shit, I'd slept in Jamie's arms the entire 
night! 


He began to shift a little in his sleep and | froze, afraid he would wake and the amazing moment would be over. 
Tamping down on the impulse to let my fingers explore, | nestled closer, loving how his arms automatically 
tightened around me. | lay there for another hour, just reveling in the physical contact. Of course my brain 
was yelling at me for allowing myself to fall deeper into the void and for taking advantage of his kindness and 
friendship..but | told my brain to fuck off. This was all | was ever going to get, wasn't | allowed this one small 


moment? 


Eventually he began to stir and | pretended to stay asleep, | didn't want to see the look of horror on his face 
when he realized he'd cuddled his best friend all night. | felt him stretch his long lean body against mine and | 
literally had to bite my tongue from groaning at the feel of him. He froze suddenly and | knew he was realizing 
he was not alone. He held still for many minutes and | assumed he was either processing the previous night or 
trying to figure out how to escape my embrace without waking me. | decided to make things easier and with a 
sigh, | rolled over and off his shoulder, tucking my hands under my cheek. A few more minutes went by and 


then | felt him slowly pull his arm out from under me and then move off the bed. The bedroom door opened 


and | heard him go out the hall and down to the living room. A few moments later, | could hear the low tones 


of his voice as he spoke on the phone, though | couldn't make out who he was speaking to. 

By the time he finished up his call, taken a shower and come back into the room in clean clothes, | was sitting 
up on the bed and stretching. James stopped in the doorway with a funny look on his face. God, | must look 
awful | realized, embarrassment flooding pink into my cheeks. 

"That bad huh?" 


"Huh?" He asked confused. "What's bad?" 


"Me of course. Bed head, morning breath, puffy eyes. Welcome to Leila first thing in the morning." | joked as | 


spread my arms wide. 

James looked at me, a bemused expression on his face. 

"You don't look any different now than you usually look" 

My first impulse was to take that as an insult, but there was something about his tone and the look on his 
face that made me think that his meaning was completely different than mine. Maybe | was still tired though 


and reading into things | shouldn't. 


"By the way," He continued, looking around the room. "I called yer mom and let her know you stayed here last 


night." 
"Oh shit, really? | didn't even think about that. Thanks. Was she pissed?" 


"Nah, she was cool." Jamie plucked a sock from the floor. "She wanted me to remind you though that yer dad 
is takin’ you up to yer friend Kelly's at one." 


"Oh yeah, l'm drivin’ with her back up to school today." 


| was leaving today and | felt a rush of despair. This short time together had been amazing, I'd been so happy, 
but reality can only be held off for so long. The bed dipped as James sat down to put on his socks. 


"Can | take a shower?" | asked shyly. "I really need one this morning." 

"Yeah sure." He mumbled. "Extra towels are in there somewhere." 

| got up slowly and made my way to the bathroom across the hall from his room. Turning the water on hot, | 
let the heat work out the kinks in my muscles and dispel the small hangover that lingered. Almost 


unconsciously, | started to sing Bringin on the Heartache, remembering with a small smile how good it felt to 


be held by Jamie while we danced. Finishing up, | toweled off and got dressed. Stepping out of the bathroom | 


was surprised to see James still sitting where | left him on the bed, his elbows on his knees as he stared down 


at the floor. 
"Jamie, you alright?" 


He looked up at my question and though his mouth twisted into a crooked smile, there was something in his 


eyes that didn't quite match. 
"l'm good, just a little tired." 
"Gotcha Do you wanna grab some breakfast before we head back to my place?" 


He shook his head but wouldn't look at me. 


"Shit, wish | could, but work called while you were in the shower and asked if | could come in and pick up a 


shift cuz they're short staffed" 
"Oh." 


It was all | could muster as | felt a wave of disappointment wash over me. Putting on my shoes quickly, | 
followed him out to the car. The ride to my parent's house was in almost complete silence, some rock radio 
station filling the void as | stared out the window miserably. Clearly he was upset about finding me in his bed 
and the knowledge that he found me so lacking, tore at my heart. He was never going to see me as girlfriend 


material. What more proof did | need? 


Our goodbye was awkward and he practically bolted back to his car, leaving me standing on the front stoop 


watching him go. 


Hours later, | filled Kelly in on the latest during our drive back up to the Bay Area and she shook her head 
sadly at my situation. 


"I'm sorry hon, | really am. What are you gonna do now?" 


"| dunno. I've been playin’ this sad song on repeat for so long, | dunno if its that | don't know how to let go of 
him or if | just don't want to.." | couldn't finish the sentence as tears caught in my throat and began to run 
freely down my face. "What am | supposed to do?" | whispered forlornly as | leaned against the passenger 


window. 


‘lm sorry Lei." Kelly reached over and squeezed my hand consolingly, her expression sad as she kept one eye 
on me and one on the road. "Most friends, I'd totally tell them to just pick a different guy, date around, have 
fun. But | know you well enough now to know yer not like most girls. You don't take things so casually, you go 
deep. What you feel for James is." 


"Pathetic?" 
"No! Not even. It's beautiful actually. You don't love half way, you give everything you have." 


"But he doesn't want it, he made that pretty clear today. He couldn't get away fast enough when he realized 


he may have given me the wrong impression." 
She squeezed my hand again before letting go and putting both hands on the wheel. 


"| wish | had the easy answer for you hon. | think that as deep as yer feelings are, it's gonna take you that 


much longer to move on" 

| watched as my breath fogged against the window. Reaching out, | drew the word "idiot". 

"So yer sayin’, all | can do is give it time? That eventually my feelings will magically disappear?" 
Peripherally, | could see Kelly shake her head. 


"There's no magical way to get over someone unfortunately, but given time, you'll be able to put some 


distance between yourself and James. Give yourself a chance to move on 
| let out a deep sigh then, my brain working hard to believe the optimism in her words. 


"God | hope yer right Kel, cuz | can't keep pretending like lovin’ Jamie isn't tearin’ me apart.” 


Chapter 3 


| did the best | could to keep my mind off of James over the next month. It was made easier by the triple 
whammy of end of semester finals, gigs with my band and the coming holidays. | was running around like crazy 
but | was still conscious of the fact that James wasn't calling as often, and even when he did, our 


conversations were stilted and awkward. 


Christmas was a bust as well. The moment | came home from school, | was on a plane with my family to the 
Midwest to visit my grandparents for the holidays. By the time | was back in SoCal, he was off with his 
brothers and younger sister to visit some of his mom's family for New Year's. | didn't see him until a week 
into January and | was leaving the next day to head back up to Berkeley because my band had a couple gigs 
booked. No matter how strained things were, | couldn't leave without seeing him once. Grabbing his presents, | 
headed over to his place hoping to find him home. 


| noticed his truck was parked in front as | knocked on the door and a car | didn't recognize was parked next to 
it. Hearing the murmuring of voices inside, for a heart stopping moment it occurred to me that Jamie might 
have a girl over; that would certainly explain the weirdness over the last month. Maybe he'd been dating her 
when | was down last and he'd felt guilty about our night in his bed and that's why he'd been so awkward. A 
piercing stab of pain rip through me and tears began to burn at the back of my eyeballs. | needed to leave, | 
couldn't be there to see him with someone else, but before | could move, the door was yanked open and James 


stood there looking at me in surprise. 
"Leila" 


"Hey." | tried to keep my tone even, but honestly it took all my strength to keep from running. "l.l just wanted 
to drop off yer Christmas gifts but it seems like yer busy, so I'll just leave them and head out" 


Unceremoniously, | shoved the presents into his arms and turned and hurried back down the front steps. | was 


halfway across the lawn to my car before | felt him grab my arm and yank me to a stop. 


"What the hell was that?" He asked almost angrily. "You show up outta the blue and then just leave with 


barely a hello?" 

"| didn't wanna interrupt yer date." | couldn't keep the snarkiness out of my tone. 

"My what?" 

"| can see you have company" 

"Company? It's only Lars. We're just talkin’ about the song for the compilation album we're doin” 


| felt like a first class jerk. 


| thought. thought you had a girl in there." 


"That's what you thought?" Jamie threw back his head and laughed. "Yeah, that ain't likely. | don't have time 
for shit like that." 


| hated how relieved | felt at his words. 

"Lm sorry for takin’ off like that. | felt.." 

Heartbroken? Destroyed? 

‘| felt," | continued quietly. "embarrassed." 

He smiled down at me, shaking his head. 

"Dork." 

| gave a feeble smile at his teasing. 

"Well | guess | should go, let you get back to yer meeting.” 
He looked down at me, his lips stretching into a warm smile. 
"How ‘bout we get together tomorrow, go do something fun?" 
| shook my head. 

"| can't. l'm leavin! tomorrow, drivin’ back up to school.” 


"Wait what?" He looked stunned. "I didn't know you were leavin’ so soon We haven't had a moment together this 


whole time and now yer leavin?" 
Suddenly he looked as miserable as | felt. 
| have some gigs comin’ up | have to get back for." 


"Fuck!" He bit out angrily as he ran a hand through his hair. "Stay then, stay the rest of the day so we can 


have some time before you go." 
"But what about Lars?" 


"Fuck Lars, | don't give a shit!" His tone softened as he put his hands on my shoulders and looked down at me. 


"| dunno when you and | will get to hang out again and yer a helluva lot more important than anything else.” 

| could see the sincerity in his eyes and | knew there was no way | could say no. 

"OK, maybe for a little while." 

He grinned wide and | couldn't help but grin back. 

Walking back towards the front porch, James grabbed the presents from where he left them by the door. 
Heading into the house, Lars was doing his best to appear interested in the metal magazine in his hands but | 
knew he was itching to know what had occurred between James and me. 

"Hi Leila" He called out cheerily. 

"Lars." 

| greeted him with a smile and then gave a nod towards the magazine in his hands. He looked down and realized 
it was upside down. Giving me a shameless grin, he threw the magazine aside and made room for me to sit on 
the sofa. James grabbed a round of beers for everyone and sat in an old beat up recliner across from us as 
we drank our beers and talked The boys were excited about recording their first song in a couple months and 
had decided on an original written by Jamie. He was nervous about showcasing one of his own songs but Lars 
and | convinced him that the song was more than worthy of Metallica's debut single. We also talked about doing 
a road trip to Mexico when | was home in a few months for spring break, and then someone brought up 
favorite bands and James casually mentioned that | fronted my own group. 

"Wait what?" Lars was shocked. "You sing too?" 

"Whaddya mean ‘too'?" | asked confused. "What else do | do?" 

Lars turned bright red. 


"Umm..well.” He stuttered. "It's just that | meant..you sing..along with bein’ really cool.and.. beauti.."His voice 


trailed off 
James and | looked at each other and started laughing, 
"Fuck off, both of you" Lars pouted 

That just made us laugh harder 


"l'm sorry Lars." | was still giggling as | wiped tears from my cheeks. "That's really sweet of you to say so. 


Girls like to get a sincere compliment from time to time." 


| gave a pointed look at Jamie and he pulled the beer he was about to sip away from his mouth. 

"Hey, | say nice things all the time." 

My eyebrow shot up in disbelief. 

"You mean like the time you said at least my laugh wasn't as obnoxious as Becky Carlson's." 

"| meant that in the best possible way." 

"Fuckin! smooth dude." Lars shook his head. 

"OK, fine, here's a compliment." James swung his gaze towards me. 

His eyes darkened a little as he looked at me and suddenly | was holding my breath for what he might say. 
‘Leila, you have one of the most amazing voices I've ever heard" 

"Really?" 

"Hell yeah. First time | heard you, | couldn't wrap my brain around how good you were. All those years at band 
practice you never let on that there was this huge talent sittin’ there while we idiots were flailing. But I'm real 
proud of you for puttin’ yourself out there with yer band" 

| was stunned by his words and for a moment we sat there smiling at each other, Lars completely forgotten 
"I think you redeemed yourself man" Lars was smiling slyly. 

"Yeah." | agreed grinning. "Yer forgiven 


Jamie leaned back and smiled smugly before taking a swig from his beer. 


Lars insisted that he hear me sing something, so we filed into the practice room and | picked up James’ 


acoustic and started picking the opening to Dear Prudence. 


Dear Prudence, won't you come out to play 


Dear Prudence, greet the brand new day 
Lars' head jerked up in surprise and he looked to James who flashed him a knowing grin. 
The sun is up, the sky is blue 


Its beautiful and so are you 


Dear Prudence won't you come out and play 


James picked up Ron's bass and Lars got on the drum kit and we finished out the rest of the song together. 
When the song ended, Lars was nodding enthusiastically. 


"Holy shit, what a fuckin’ voice Leil James was not over-sellin’ ya at all" 

My cheeks turned pink from the compliment while Jamie grinned proudly. Lars insisted that we jam some more 
and so we did some Pink Floyd and a Deep Purple song that always made me feel melancholy. Afterwards, Lars 
realized he needed to be somewhere, so he bid farewell, leaving James and | sitting in the garage. | swapped the 
acoustic for an electric and without even thinking about it, | started to strum and sing Otis Redding's I've Been 
Loving You Too Long. Closing my eyes, | got totally lost in the soulfulness and angst of the song, momentarily 
forgetting | wasn't alone and letting the song speak my innermost feelings. The last note finally faded before | 
was reminded that Jamie was in the room with me. 


"Wow." 


| opened my eyes abruptly, panic rushing through me that I'd inadvertently given myself away. He was smiling 
at me though, his eyes filled with admiration. 


"That was amazing." He continued. "I really felt the pain in the song, you made it so real." 
| swallowed nervously. 
"Hey, how about you open yer presents now?" 


Before he could say anything, | jumped up and went back into the living room, settling myself on the couch. He 
followed me in and sat next to me, eyeing the presents that had been left on the coffee table. 


"Open the smaller one first." | insisted. 
"So bossy." He muttered good-naturedly as he reached for the small parcel. 


James tore open the wrapper to find a small gift box which he wasted no time in opening. Carefully, he pulled 
out a wrist cuff fashioned out of bullets. 


"Shit, this is so cooll" He grinned wide, looking at the cuff from different angles. 
"You like it? Open the other one." 
He didn't argue as he unwrapped the larger present to find another gift box. Opening that, he sifted through 


the tissue paper and pulled out a belt, which like the cuff, was fashioned completely out of bullets. | watched 


Jamie's face and was gratified to see his eyes widen in excitement. 


"Holy shit, Leila, this is awesome!" 

"Well, | figured every rock star has to have the right look" 

| laughed at his joy and enthusiasm as he put on the cuff and belt, striking a quintessential rock star pose. 
"lm gonna be fuckin’ invincible in this. James Hetfield, metal god." 

"All hail the metal god" | playfully bowed towards him. 

"Hold on, stay there, | have a gift for you too.” 


He tore out of the room and | sat back on the couch, smiling to myself. | loved seeing him truly happy. He 
hadn't had enough of that in his life. 


He came back in with a wrapped present and proudly handed it to me. Sitting down next to me, | could see the 
anticipation on his face as | slowly unwrapped the gift. Secretly | knew how much it drove him crazy when | 
took my time when he really wanted me to tear the wrapping to bits and get to the gift inside. 


"Argh, yer killin’ me Lei. Just open it already!" 


"l'm gettin’ there." | answered with sham innocence, biting my lip so he couldn't see how much | enjoyed 


messing with him. 


Finally | removed the paper to reveal the entire Beatles' song catalog for guitar. He knew | loved them and | felt 
overwhelmed by his thoughtfulness. 


"Oh Jamie." | breathed, skimming through the pages. "It's perfect" 

It's got all of yer favorites." 

| finally looked up at him and was caught off guard by the anxiousness | read on his face; it was clear he'd 
been worried | wouldn't like it. Throwing caution to the wind, | leaned over and wrapped my arms around his 
neck, hugging him tightly. His arms slid around me and held me close. Eventually | pulled away and sat back, 
looking at him solemnly. 


"So does this mean we're OK again?" 


He seemed caught off guard by my question and he quickly looked away, avoiding my eyes. | pushed the 


conversation, even though | was terrified of his answer. 


“Something happened when | was here at Thanksgiving and things have been weird ever since." | continued, 


looking down at my lap as | felt tears start to gather behind my eyes. "Did..did | do something to upset you or 


piss you off?" Embarrassingly, the tears began to slide down my cheeks. "I miss my best friend" | whispered 


brokenly. 
James' head jerked up at the sound of my tears. 


"Lei, no, you didn't do anything! Come here." He reached for me then, pulling me against his chest as he rubbed 
my back soothingly. "Please don't cry." 


"| don't wanna be a baby, but | hate how things have been this last month.’ 
| felt him take a deep breath. 


"I know, yer right, things have been weird" He paused for a moment. "I. think it's the distance. We're both goin’ 
through so much and we've always gone to each other with our problems, but it's not the same talkin’ about 
it on the phone, its not like when we go to the park and talk it out. Maybe things are weird cuz we need each 
other more than ever, but we haven't been able to be the kind of friends we're used to bein’. Does that make 


sense?" 


| nodded against his chest, feeling much of the tension I'd been holding onto leave my body. It wasn't because 


he was ashamed of sharing the same bed. 
‘I've missed havin' you close by, it doesn't feel the same." | whispered. 
His arms tightened around me. 


‘I'm sorry Lei for bein’ a shitty friend" He murmured against the top of my head. "I promise I'll make it up to 
you." 


"Yer never a shitty friend Jamie." 
He let how a sigh. 


"I can do better though and | will. | told ya before you went to college that nothin’ matters more to me than 


you and that's true. Nothin's gonna get between us again. | promise.’ 
| smiled against his chest. Things were going to be OK. 


We stayed like that for another hour, talking quietly about what we hoped the coming year would bring, about 
our plans and dreams. Eventually | headed home but he came over bright and early the next day to have 
breakfast with the family before | drove back up to Berkeley. This time when we said our goodbyes, we were 
all heartfelt smiles and hugs, the damage repaired and things back to normal. | drove the entire way back to 
school with a big idiot smile plastered to my face. 


The new semester started a few weeks after | left Downey and pretty soon | was up to my teeth in papers 
and projects. The band was taking up a lot of time too, but by now we had a really solid repertoire of songs 
and were getting more and more bookings for parties and clubs. One Saturday evening | was running out the 
door for a gig, when the phone rang. Debating whether to answer, | had a sixth sense it would be James and 
grabbed it before it went to the answering machine. 

"Hello?" | answered out of breath. 

"Jesus." The voice sounded upset on the other end. "What did | just interrupt?" 

"Yeah." | muttered sarcastically. "I was havin’ hot, sweaty sex but | stopped to answer the phone.’ 

The other end was quiet for a moment and | wondered if he got that | was kidding. 

"Jamie, l'm only joking! No sex, | was just headin’ out, | have a show tonight: 

"Got it" | could hear him clear his throat. "Where ya playin?" 

"Just some club not too far from campus." 

"Yer careful right? After yer gigs, does someone walk you to yer car?" 

| was touched by his concern. 

"Oh yeah, after every show. The guys are pretty insistent on lookin’ out for me." 

‘I'm sure they are." He mumbled almost incoherently. 

"Thank you though for caring" | smiled into the phone. 

"I don't like not bein’ there to make sure yer safe." 

My smile widened. 

| miss you too." 

"Yeah sorry, | can't help gettin’ a little over-protective sometimes." 


"Its OK. | like knowin’ yer stil lookin’ out for me..even when yer not here." 


It was quiet on the phone for a moment and | worried maybe I'd overplayed my hand. 


Shit, oh yeah, | called for a reason" Jamie's voice was buzzing with excitement. "We booked our first show!" 
"What? That's fantastic!" 

"| know huh? Metallica's first ever live audience." 

"The first of many l'm sure." 

"Yeah, | wish | had yer confidence. I'm nervous as fuck" 

| could hear the uncertainty in his voice. 

"I'd tell you not to, but l'm sure you'll keep right on worryin anyway. Instead, I'll tell you that no matter what 
happens, whether everything goes perfect or every guitar string breaks and Lars ends up with his hair on 
fire.l'll still be proud of you. Of everything that you've accomplished." 

He was quiet again. | wished with all my heart | could see his face. 

"Thanks Lei." He spoke softly and | had to strain to hear him over the long-distance line. "| dunno why you 
always have so much faith in me..but it means a lot that you do. Makes me think.that..that maybe l'm not 
such a fuck-up after all. If you believe in me, | must be doin’ something right” 

Now | was wishing with all my heart | could see his face and put my arms around him. 


"You aren't now nor have you ever been a fuck-up Jamie. | have better taste in friends than that" 


Just like | had hoped, he chuckled at my joke and | could almost see the lines of worry smoothing from his 


brow, the dimples around his mouth deepening with humor. 
"The show is on the fourteenth next month, think you can make it?" 

"| wouldn't miss it for the world. lIl be able to tell people | was there the night Metallica had their first show." 
"Yeah. As long as that's not followed with, ‘.and their last show” 


"Shut up, you know it's gonna be great" 


Since | had my own gig the night before, | flew into LAX the morning of Metallica's first show. James had been 
psyched that I'd been able to work my schedule out to come and | knew how important it was for him that | 
be there. 


The flight down was pretty uneventful, though | had a guy sitting on my right who was a 30-ish exec at a 
film studio who flirted with me the entire trip. He kept trying to convince me to come audition for one of the 
movies they were making at his studio, but | was pretty sure he was using that as a way to get me to go on 
a date. He was handsome and successful but | wasn't interested. 

When we filed off the plane, Jamie was waiting at the gate, his face splitting into a grin at my appearance. | 
hurled myself into his arms and he held me tight for a moment, the noise and chaos of the airport around us 
fading away. Finally he set me down and we stood smiling at each other. 

"Yer here." He stated the obvious and then flushed red. 

"Where else would | be?" | asked shyly. 

‘lve m." 


James started to speak, but the flirty guy from the plane interrupted. 


"Ms. McKinnon.Leila" He stood close, ignoring Jamie altogether. "Here's my card if you want to rethink doing an 


audition.or anything else." 


He left that statement hanging as he handed me his business card and then turned to leave, coming face to 


face with a pissed off James. His eyes widened in alarm and without saying another word, he hurried away. 
"Oh my god!" | was choking on laughter. 
"Who the fuck was that?!" 


James seemed genuinely irate, which made me laugh all the harder. Handing him my carry-on bag, | linked my 


arm through his and forced him to start walking towards the parking garage. 

"That," | could barely keep a straight face, "is my future husband number one." 

"Yer what?!" 

"Well, this is LA, aren't we expected to have at least three or four marriages under our belt by the time 
we're fifty? That one is a Hollywood type and he's probably already been married or is still married, so I'd be 
perfect as his much too young second wife." 


"Jesus, this is makin my head hurt. Do me a favor, never, ever become an LA. cliché. Yer too good for that.” 


| stopped abruptly, forcing him to stop and face me. 


"| can tell you in all honesty Jamie," | was serious now, "if | were to ever get married, it would only ever be 
Y g Y 


for love. True love" 
He stared down at me, an odd look on his face. 
"Didn't know you were such a romantic." 


| managed a half smile as | gazed up at him, my heart beating double time as | considered kissing him right 
there and then, proving what a starry-eyed romantic | really was. Unfortunately, doing that would really only 


prove what a fool | was. 
"Let's get goin’, I'm starved" | said instead, pulling at his arm. 


We found his car and headed to a cafe not too far from his place for breakfast. We sat and talked for a while, 
lingering over our coffee and pancakes as we got caught up. James was nervous and keyed up about the 


performance that night, so | did my best to distract him until he was laughing and relaxed. 


After the meal, | went with him to grab some supplies for the gig and then we headed over to the house. Ron 
was still at work, so Jamie and | spent the rest of the day talking and even playing some music together. Late 
in the afternoon, Ron came home and | made the three of us an early dinner. We ate and mostly talked about 
anything other than that night's show and | could see that they were both getting nervous again. After dinner, 
| cleaned up and the boys packed up the rest of the gear that hadn't already been sent ahead with Lars and 
their guitar player the day before. Then we piled into Jamie's truck and headed down to Anaheim, AC/DC 
blasting from the cassette player. | looked over at one point and | could see his jaw was clenched and his hand 
was gripping the stick shift so tight, his knuckles were white. Without thinking, | laid my hand over his and 
squeezed gently. He looked at me sideways and | smiled at him warmly, all the confidence | had in him reflected 
in my eyes. Slowly his face eased and he smiled back. | kept my hand over his the rest of the way to the 


venue. 
Arriving at the club, there was a van pulled up in the rear and | could see Lars and some other guy, who | 
assumed to be the guitar player Dave, unloading equipment into the venue. James parked next to them and we 
all got out to help. Lars bounded over and gave me a friendly hug, while the guitar player eyed me with 
interest as he elbowed James in the side. 

"Jesus man, is this yer girlfriend? Fucker's been holdin’ out on us." 

Dave looked me over, his eyes spending way too much time focused on my breasts. What the fuck was it with 
guys and boobs anyway? | looked over at Jamie but he was glaring at Dave. Wondering what had ticked him 
off, | gave a mental shrug and answered the question 


"No, I'm not his girlfriend" | spoke slowly as if explaining to a child "James is my best friend and l'm his." 


The guitarist looked at James and smirked. 


"Friends huh? Just how friendly are you two?" 
"Fuck off dude!" Jamie was pissed. “It's not like that. We're friends, that's it" 

His words stung sharply and | quickly looked down to the ground, not wanting anyone to see just how much. 
"Hey, don't get yer twat in a knot. | got it. Friends, just friends." Dave turned his gaze on me again, a lazy smile 
lifting at the corners of his mouth. "So that means yer available if let's say, an incredibly good-looking lead 


guitarist wanted to ask ya out" 


He moved closer and | could smell the alcohol on his breath. Instinctively | wanted to take a step back but | 


held my ground. 


"Damn Hetfield." His eyes remained on me. "How the hell do you keep yer hands off? She is one super fine piece 


of ass." 

| was about to open my mouth to tell him to shove his sexist bullshit up his ass, when James stepped in 
between us. | couldn't see either of their faces since | couldn't see around the wall that was Jamie's back, but 
| could hear them and | caught the tension in their voices. 


"Back off Dave." James’ voice was almost a growl. "Leila's not some easy slut for you to fuck around with." 


"Wow man, yer awfully protective of some chick you claim to only be friends with. What's yer fuckin’ 


problem?" 


"She's family." | could see the stiffness in Jamie's shoulders as he practically spit out the words. "Don't fuck 
with my family." 


It was quiet for a moment and | held my breath 

"Fine, whatever." Dave finally muttered. "Plenty of other chicks to bone anyway" 
He started to walk back inside and then turned back to me. 

"By the way.! woulda rocked your world" 

| rolled my eyes at his arrogant assumption 

"Yeah, lm sure you'll be my greatest regret" 


He shrugged at my sarcasm and walked unsteadily back inside. Ron and Lars started snickering and | joined 
them as we all shook our heads at Dave's colossal ego. | looked over at James and was glad to see his face and 


shoulders relax. Catching my eye, his lips spread into a slow smile. 

"Well boys." | spoke up. "You got yourselves one heck of a classy guitar player." 

That broke the tension and we all started laughing. 

A couple hours later, the equipment was set up, the guys had changed into their stage clothes and the club 
was filled Granted, much of the crowd was made up of friends of Dave's and a few of James, Ron and | from 
high school. At least they were enthusiastic and it helped the band get pumped. | snuck into the tiny backstage 
area and motioned for Jamie to come over. 

"How's it lookin’ out there?" He asked, his breath reeking of booze. 

| waved my hand in front of my face and lifted a teasing eyebrow. 

"Its a full house, but more importantly, how many beers did you down since | saw you a half hour ago?" 

He gave me a lopsided smile and | rolled my eyes. 


"Just a few." 


"Uh huh." | shook my head in amusement. "Anyway, | just wanted to tell you good luck. Shit, not good luck..break 
a leg. That sounds shitty too. How about.kick some ass." 


His smile widened and unexpectedly, he pulled me in for a hug. 

‘lm really glad yer here." He murmured against the top of my head. 

| wrapped my arms tight around him. 

"| wouldn't miss this for the world Jamie. You can do this. believe in you." 

His arms tightened around me and his lips moved closer to my ear. 

| couldn't do this without ya Leila. You always believe in me, even when | don't" 

| leaned back and looked up at him and he stared down at me, his eyes almost black. | assumed it was the 
lighting or the booze or any number of things, though | wanted to believe it was something deeper, more 
meaningful. Quickly | shook off my moment of melancholy, this was about Jamie. 


"Just have fun out there." | smiled encouragingly. "Don't hold back" 


He nodded and grinned and with a last wave goodbye, | went back out in front, finding a spot with our Downey 


buddies. The lights went out and then multiple colored gel strobes started flashing on and off as the boys 
came out on stage and picked up their instruments while Jamie went straight to the microphone at center 


stage, as he'd opted not to play guitar. The crowd went crazy for their friends and | saw James grin back. 
"Alright all you metal fuckers," Dave screamed into the nearest mic, "get ready to thrash some shit up!" 


They went right into Hit the Lights, one of their originals. They sounded a little shaky at first but quickly 
nerves began to ease. Even without the security of an instrument, James seemed to get into his role fronting 
the band. Whether it was the beers or just the joy of being onstage, he didn't show an ounce of the nerves 
he'd been feeling earlier. | could see though how his hands twitched from time to time, as if he held an 
imaginary guitar. To me it was clear that he needed his guitar onstage, it was too much a part of his identity 
as a musician; he just needed the confidence to believe that he could both sing and play. 


Other than one of the strings on Dave's guitar breaking on the first song, the set seemed to be going ok. They 
were still rough, but in some way it only added to the vibe of the show. The music was young, edgy and raw, 
just like the guys themselves. Any unevenness didn't matter though, the crowd was more than forgiving. 


Two-thirds through the set, Dave began to play a familiar riff. My eyes lit up and | looked to Jamie, who was 
looking straight at me smiling. They were playing Am | Evil like | had wanted and | was beaming my approval as 
| came closer to stand near the stage. Every time Jamie sang the line in the chorus, "Am | Evil", | would 


answer back with a loud, "Yes | am", and we just grinned at each other like crazy. 


They finished off with two more songs and received enthusiastic applause from the crowd. Purposely | didn't 
go back stage, not wanting to intrude on their post-performance bonding time, so one of our musician buddies 
Hugh and | wandered over and got beers from the bar. We grabbed a couple bar stools and chatted about the 
performance and how far James had come as a musician since his early high school days. The crowd thinned 
out a bit but many stuck around to give congratulations to their pals in the band. When the guys came out 
from backstage, there was a ton of hoots and hollers and high fives as they worked their way through the 
crowd. Surreptitiously, | watched Jamie as he scanned the club as if he was looking for someone and then he 
made eye contact with me and his smile went full throttle. Just as he started to make his way over, suddenly 
he stopped as a bleached blonde in a short skirt and high heels intercepted him. | could feel the smile die on 
my face and | knew | was probably doing a terrible job of hiding my growing uneasiness as | watched her stick 
her breasts out as she smiled flirtatiously, laying a hand on his arm. | waited to see what James would do and 
| almost yelled out a "Suck itl", when he shook his head dismissively and moved past, leaving the blonde looking 


after him in disbelief. | did my best to try to hide my satisfied smirk as he finally made it over. 

"Nice job man" Hugh offered a sincere congratulations as the two guys high-fived. 

Jamie was grinning as he looked to me, eager for my reaction to the show. Remembering how he'd messed 
with me the previous year at my spring concert, | figured turn-about was fair play as | hid my proud smile 


by taking a sip of beer. 


"Woulda been better if you'd played some Journey." | shrugged, with faux disinterest. 


| managed to get the sentence out without giving myself away, but then one look at the confusion on his face 


and | burst out laughing. Realizing | was just fucking with him, James and Hugh started laughing too. 
"Yeah, OK, | deserved that." Jamie was shaking his head in amusement as he looked down at me. 
"Maybe.but you earned this." 


| hopped off the stool and wrapped my arms around his waist and hugged him tight. His arms went around me 
immediately. 


I'm so proud of you Jamie. You did great" 
"Thanks Short Stack" He murmured against the top of my head as he continued to hold me close. 


"Ahem" Hugh started clearing his throat over-exaggeratedly. "| got an A minus on my Intro to Marketing mid- 
term last week." 


James and | both looked over at him and then at each other. 

"Well of course that deserves a hug," | grinned. 

Hugh held open his arms and without missing a beat, Jamie let go of me and pulled Hugh into a bear hug. 
"Dude, dude, get offl" Hugh was yelling at James, who only just hugged him tighter. 


| had tears of laughter coming down my cheeks at the look of horror on Hugh's face and the look of pure glee 


on James. 

"This wasn't really what | had in mind Hetfield!" 

Jamie just ignored him and kept on hugging while | continued laughing. Finally he let go of Hugh, who by now was 
flushed red. Muttering something about asshole friends, Hugh stomped off, though we knew he was more 
embarrassed than mad. James and | were left alone and just stood smiling at each other. 

"So you really think we were alright?" He asked. 

| could see the uncertainty in his eyes. Opening my mouth to reply, Lars chose that moment to saunter over. 


| was good" He interrupted with a smirk. "The rest of you were total shit” 


"Fuck you too." James countered good-humoredly, shouldering his bandmate in the arm and almost knocking him 


over. 


The boys ordered a couple beers from the bartender and the three of us stood talking to each other as 
various people stopped by to chat. | caught the girl from earlier staring at Jamie and it took all my resolve to 
keep from going over and dragging her fake blonde hair out of the building. James seemed oblivious but Lars 
wasn't. 

"Dude, yer gettin’ the come-fuck-me-eyes over there big time." 


James followed Lars’ gaze. 


"I went to high school with that chick” The drummer continued. "She's got a thing for musicians. Man, you 
could play the fuckin’ tuba and she'd drop her panties. You want some action, that chick there is a sure thing." 


| wanted to tell Lars to shut the fuck up. | wanted to tell James that he was better than that. | couldn't say a 
thing though; | had perpetuated this lie, now | had to live with it. If Jamie wanted to go fuck this girl, what 
choice did | have other than stand there and pretend that it wasn't tearing my heart out? | stayed quiet and 
focused on keeping my breathing even as Lars kept trying to convince Jamie to go for it. 

"That chick is up for anything. Trust me." 

"Oh | see, yer speakin' from personal experience then?" James asked derisively. 

"Yeah, maybe once or twice." 

Jamie snorted in disgust. 

"I'm not interested in your sloppy seconds dude." 


"Whatever, pussy is pussy.” 


"You guys are talkin’ my favorite subject." Dave chose that moment to join the conversation, throwing an arm 


around Lars. "Just whose pussy are we talkin’ about here?" 
He leered at me and | shook my head in disgust. 


"That blonde over there, she's hot on James." Lars filled him in. "| was tellin him that she's a slam-dunk-do- 
whatever -the-fuck-he-wants-with-her. All he's gotta do is go over and take it" 


| was trembling now. The images of James and the blonde were filling my head and | felt like | was going to lose 
it. | wanted desperately to look at Jamie to see if he was entertaining the notion, but | couldn't risk letting him 


see my face, there was no way he'd miss how much | was hurting. 


"I told ya Lars, I'm not interested" 


| could hear the irritation in Jamie's voice and | almost cried with relief. 

"lIl fuck her." Dave piped up enthusiastically. 

"Of course you would" | couldn't keep the revulsion from my face. 

"Don't tell me yer jealous now." He leaned close. "I'm happy to take ya both on, | don't mind sharin’ the wealth." 
"Shut it Davel" Jamie's voice was laced with icy anger. "| told you to leave Leila alone." 

Dave swung his gaze to James, his eyes narrowing in annoyance. 

"Alright man, then you tell me which one do | get to fuck tonight? The easy blonde over there who can't wait 
to jump your knob..or the delicious Leila?" He pointed at the other girl and then at me. "You take the blonde and 
she's gonna ride you all night.which means I'll be forced to keep Leila here company. Or, | take the slut and you 
go home to read poetry and do each other's hair or whatever the fuck you two ‘friends’ do together." 


Jamie shook his head, his jaw tense. 


"I ain't bargaining Leila for yer fuckin’ entertainment. She makes her own decisions but | sure as shit know she 


wouldn't pick you." 

"Well if she saw the beast hiding in my pants." 

"Yer a pig.” | growled at Dave. 

Dave and James were glaring at each other and finally Lars thought to step in 

"Come on Dave, I'll introduce you to Raquel." 

He pushed the guitarist towards the direction of the blonde and James and | were left in silence. 


"Sorry he was such an asshole." Jamie wouldn't look me in the eyes and | knew he was feeling embarrassed by 


his bandmate's behavior. 
"Hey." | caught his gaze. "Yer not responsible for him. But thanks for stickin’ up for me." 
| always got your back Lei." 


"I know." | looked down then uncomfortably. "l.l hope yer not regretting..you know..missin' out on Ms. Sure 


Thing." 


| looked up just in time to see his cheeks getting pink. My fingers itched to touch him there. 


"Nah, | meant it when | said | wasn't interested" He met my gaze with sincerity. "Besides, | have standards and 
any girl that lets Lars and Dave into her pants, yeah, no thanks." 


| tried not to look too relieved at his words. 


We finished our beers and then headed backstage to get the gear packed up. Fortunately the guys had plenty 
of friends and ex bandmates there, so the equipment was packed and loaded in record time. Not surprisingly, 


Dave had already disappeared with the blonde. 


A bunch of us caravanned back up to James and Ron's house and after unloading all the equipment back into 
the garage, drinks were poured and the stereo was pumping out tunes. | was half worried that Dave and the 
blonde would show up but fortunately they never did. Everyone was in high spirits though and a lot of beer 
and liquor were consumed. James was hammered, which meant that he was extra goofy and talkative, but by 
3am | could barely keep my eyes open, so | slipped away to his room to go to sleep. Changing into a tank top 
and pajama shorts, | climbed into his bed, trying hard not to imagine him lying in that same spot night after 
night. 


"Why?" | whispered into the dark room. "Why can't he see how good we would be together? Why couldn't he 


just love me?" 


Maybe it was the alcohol that made me extra melancholy, but | cried myself to sleep wishing with all my 


heart | was in his arms. 


| assumed my wish must have manifested into hallucination, as the next morning, still in half conscious dream 
state, | felt strong arms holding me close and my head resting against the gentle rise and fall of a solid chest. 
Consciousness began to take hold and | realized that | was not dreaming at all, somehow | had ended up in 
Jamie's arms for real. Thinking back to hours earlier, | remembered going to sleep while the party was stil 
raging. Had Jamie stumbled in and forgotten | was taking his bed while he took the couch? He had been pretty 
drunk, so it was entirely possible that he'd crawled in and not even realized | was in there already. Still, 
somehow his arms were around me and | was snugged up tight against his side, one of my legs was tangled 
with his and my left hand had found its way under his shirt and was pressed against the heated bare skin of 
his stomach. Clearly my subconscious had jumped at the chance to get as close as possible; shit, I'd practically 
molested him while he slept and didn't even realize it. | could only hope that he'd consumed too much to 
remember and all | had to do was slip out of the bed without him waking up. The only problem was, | didn't 
want to move, hell, | never wanted to move. His heartbeat in my ear, the feel of his hand on my hip, the warm 
silkiness of his skin under my fingers, it was everything | had dreamt it would be. 


Perv! | scolded myself sharply. 


Sighing, | carefully extracted myself from James, grabbed my stuff and headed to the bathroom for a shower. 
Once | was clean and in fresh clothes, | checked on the front room to see how bad the damage was. There 
were empty beer and liquor bottles littered everywhere and Lars was passed out on the couch. Well that 
explained why James had ended up in bed with me. Hopefully he didn't remember too much and things wouldn't 
go back to being awkward like after my Thanksgiving trip home. Tiptoeing back into his bedroom, | settled into a 
chair in one corner and perused a couple metal magazines. Another thirty minutes went by before there was 
any sign of life from the bed. 


"Leila?" His voice was unrecognizable. 


| padded over to the bed and knelt down so that | was eye level with him. He looked a little green around the 
edges and | tried not to smirk. 


"Good mornin’ rock star." | smiled cheekily. "Howya feelin’?" 

"Ugh, like total shit. Those last couple shots may have been a mistake." 

| went and got him some aspirin and water from the kitchen. By the time | came back in, he was sitting up on 
the bed with his back against the wall. Mumbling a grateful thank you, he took the aspirin and drank the entire 
glass. | sat down gingerly on the bed and watched as the color slowly returned to his face. Finally he managed a 
wan smile. 

‘Last two shots..definitely a bad idea. Remind me next time | think drinkit my body weight is a good idea." 

| laughed a little at that. 

"Go take a shower, it'll make you feel partially human again. Then we'll grab some breakfast” 

He didn't argue as he dragged himself off the bed. Reaching the door, he turned around abruptly. 

"Wait, where did you sleep last night?" 


| didn't want to lie, but | didn't need to tell him the entire truth. 


"I slept here," | patted the bed, "with my face mashed up against the wall since someone was hoggin' up all the 


room.” 


| held my breath to see if he remembered how we had actually slept. Apparently he didn't as his face eased 
into a guilty smile. 


"Sorry about that. | know | was supposed to take the couch but | was so fucked up | just automatically came in 


here. Hope | didn't bother you too much." 


Bothered was the word I'd use, but not in the way he meant. | swallowed hard before answering. 

"Nope, its all good. Anyway, Lars took the couch, so you woulda been on the floor" 

‘Little fucker took my bed? Id kick his ass.except l'm pretty sure l'd puke before | could throw a punch’ 
"Go take a shower and then kick his ass." | chuckled 


He gave me a feeble thumbs up and then went across the hall to the bathroom. | heard the shower go on and 


squeezed my eyes shut trying to block out the image of water running down his naked.. 
"Argh!" 

| lay back on the bed, the sheets and blanket still warm from his body. 

"Why am | torturing myself this way?" | whispered to the room. "But what choice do | have?" 


| always came back to this question It was clear he didn't see me in a romantic or sexual way and even after 
ending up in bed together twice, he hadn't made a move. He was a teenage boy with raging hormones and a 
willing teenage female was in his bed and he was completely disinterested. Nothing. And yet my heart kept 
hanging on to what..some fantasy that he would wake up one day and realize he was in love with me? I'd laugh 
at the notion if the urge to cry weren't stronger. He wasn't in love with me, he wasn't even in lust with me. 
He cared about me, maybe even loved me, he was protective and fiercely loyal.but without an ounce of 
anything other than platonic. God | hated that word. It was so final, so clinical, like a disease. 


l'm sorry Ms. McKinnon, you've got platonic. 
ls it serious? 

Very bad case, the worse I've ever seen 

ls it fatal? 

Why yes and it will be a slow painful death. 


That's what it was. A slow painful demise. Every day | vacillated between the pain of loving him without 
reciprocation and the pleasure of just being able to know and love him. | knew that at some point I'd have to 
make a very painful decision, one that sat at the back of my mind taunting me. | had tried removing myself 
from his vicinity by moving to Berkeley but it hadn't made a difference. | still loved him and | knowingly 
sabotaged myself by not dating and keeping James in my life as much as possible That was the problem, | 
couldn't wean myself or limit myself. He was my best friend and my love for him as a friend was as strong as 
my love for him romantically. But as long as he was in my life, as long as | could see him or talk to him, | was 


never going to get over him. Though it destroyed me to even think it, some day, maybe soon, | was going to 


have cut Jamie from my life. 


Chapter 4 


The realization that the only way to fall out of love with Jamie was to remove him from my life entirely, 
became a constant misery in the deepest recesses of my mind. At some point, my mantra changed from how 
can | get over him, to how can | walk away from him. It killed me every time to think it since in reality it was 
twice the heartbreak. | had to knowingly leave the guy | loved and my best friend; how was | going to survive 
that? | didn't have an answer and every time | tried to think about it, I'd get overcome with emotion, so | 
shoved it away as much as possible but it was always there. | wondered though, what would it take, how far 


would | have to be pushed to finally make the break? 


A month after I'd come down for the band's first show, | was driving back down to LA. with Kelly for spring 
break. She was heading to Hawaii with her family, so | dropped her off first and then headed farther south to 
Downey. | hadn't had time to see my folks when I'd been down last, so | stayed home that first night and had a 
proper family dinner since the next day | was leaving for a spring break road trip with James and some 
friends. It was actually really nice to hang out with them and Robbie, and we had some good quality bonding 
time. It's funny how quickly you start to appreciate your parents after you spend your first few months on 
your own. Not just free meals and laundry, but the support and unconditional love that you depend on more 
than you realize when you live at home. It made me understand Jamie's hurt and fears even more knowing 
that what | had was a blessing, when he didn't have a mom or dad supporting, loving and protecting him. That 
had become my role. What would happen if | had to leave him too? How could | do that to him? 


By the time James and the rest of our friends showed up the next day, | had, at least for the moment, 
effectively blocked all troubling thoughts and worries, determined just to be carefree and have fun. Our buddy 
Jim had borrowed a van from his job and we were somehow able to fit eight of us and our stuff. Aside from 
James, Jim and me, we had Hugh, Ron, Lars, Jim's girlfriend Melissa and another buddy from James’ Downey 
High football days, Mike. Fortunately Dave had work commitments and couldn't join us. Not so secretively | was 
glad; | didn't want to spend the next five days dealing with his come-ons and innuendos. As it was, we had a 
great group and everyone was keyed up to get out of town and cut lose. It was a six hour drive, so some of 
the guys took turns driving while the rest of us were squished in the back We didn't mind though as most of 
us were good friends from our high school and even middle school days. Jim and Melissa had been together 
since junior year and she was one of the few girls from my old school who | actually liked. She was soft spoken 
and sweet, not a mean bone in her body. After spending so much time with Kelly, | was actually really glad to 
have another girl on the trip. The boys could get tiring after a while, so having another female to commiserate 
with was great. Already the boys were getting a little raunchy and she and | gave each other looks, rolling our 


eyes at their show of machismo. 


"| don't know about you jokers," Lars was boasting, "but I'm gonna bag so many chicks on this trip, my dick's 
gonna fall off." 


"It won't have far to fall" James shot back with a smirk. 


"Fuck off!" Lars narrowed his eyes but the smile on his face took the sting out of his words. 


‘lm gonna bag so many chicks," Mike joined in from the back row, "they're gonna rename the country to Mike- 


XO. 
It was a terrible pun but we all laughed anyway. 


"So bad" Hugh was groaning. "Ok, I'm gonna bag so many chicks, that nine months from now, yer gonna see a 


global population explosion" 

"Oh no" | moaned. "A bunch of tiny little Hughes runnin’ around, lord have mercy." 

Jamie was taking his turn driving and caught my eye in the rearview mirror and grinned. 

"So what about you James?" Mike called out. "How many chicks are you gonna bang?" 

| suddenly found the hem of my shirt exceptionally fascinating as | waited for Jamie's answer. 
"Well it sounds like with you three around, there won't be anyone left to bang." 

"You got that right!" Lars shouted as he high-fived Mike. 

| shook my head at their antics while letting out a sigh of relief. 


"Now, now," Hugh spoke up, "we can't leave out the ladies in the van. We know Mel here only has eyes for 


Jim.which I'll never understand" 

"Hey!" Jim pretended to be insulted. 

"Shut up, ya know she's too good for the likes of you." 

Jim grinned good-naturedly and nodded in agreement. 

"Anyway," Hugh continued, turning his eyes to me. "| wanna know about Leila" 

‘Im gonna bag so many chicks..." | started in mockingly before Hugh waved his hand to quiet me. 


"Yeah, nice try smartass. We wanna know how many men you plan on leaving brokenhearted in Mexico. Will it 


be a different boy toy every night or are you lookin’ for romance, the classic Mr. Right?" 
| could feel all eyes on me but | refused to look and see if Jamie's were included as | answered. 


"Too many diseases floatin' around out there these days, only an idiot plays Russian roulette by screwin' 


around." 


"Aha, so no wham-bam-thank-you-mam." Hugh nodded thoughtfully. "So that leaves Mr. Right. How exactly wil 
this mystery man woo you Leila? What hoops will he have to jump through to win yer heart? Flowers, walks 
on the beach?" 

"Are ya tryin to get an unfair advantage Hugh?" Mike teased. 


Hugh rolled his eyes from the front passenger seat. 


"Yeah right, that ship has sailed. | asked Lei out junior year and she let me down very gently sayin’ we'd be 
better as friends." 


"Yep." Mike nodded. "I got that same speech sophomore year." 
"Freshman year." Jim piped up. 
"Jesus." James growled. "Has everyone in this fuckin’ van hit on Leila?" 


| haven't" Lars spoke up. "But | probably would have at some point, but now I'm thinkin'..you know..the odds 
aren't really in my favor so.Leila, | won't be hittin’ on ya" 


"Good to know." | threw over my shoulder sarcastically. 


| knew | must have been completely red faced at this point but Hugh didn't seem to notice as he pushed the 
point. 


"So what's it gonna take Lei?" 


| knew he was asking out of curiosity and good-humor but he had no idea how loaded a question that was. | 
tried to be as honest as | could without giving my feelings away. 


‘It won't take flowers or empty gestures..itll.itll be someone who takes the time to know me. They won't be 
just tryin’ to get down my pants, they'll actually be genuinely interested to know who | am as a person and 
that's who they're choosin' to be with." 


"Fuck, girls are too damn complicated" Lars lamented loudly. 


There was a chorus of amen's and hell yeah's from Hugh, Mike and Ron, who'd just woken from a nap. Even 


Jim joined in until Mel jabbed him in the ribs with an elbow. Jamie was blessedly silent from the driver's seat. 


"Why can't they just be motivated by the urge to screw like guys? Its so much simpler and everyone has 
fun, no one gets hurt. Feelings just fuck everything up." Hugh seemed genuinely befuddled. 


"There are plenty of girls who are fine with just gettin’ laid" | shrugged. "If that's what they want, I'm not 


gonna judge them. Some want more. | want more." 
| looked out the window next to me, trying to keep my face neutral. 


‘ll tell you all something." Jim's voice came from the seat behind me. "I know you guys are gonna give me shit 
and I'm not sayin’ this cuz Mel is sittin right here and l'm tryin’ to score points..but findin' that one person 
who makes you a better man and happier than you ever thought possible.it's a gift. And you'll never 
understand what yer really missin, when all yer lookin’ to do is get laid” 


The van was quiet for a moment. 
| love you Jim, | want you to be my boyfriend too." Mike was doing his best girly voice. 
"Fuck you too dude." Jim shot back laughing. 


There was noisy laughter and obscenities flying around the vehicle but | was just grateful the spotlight was 
off me. | finally looked up to catch James’ eye, but he was staring straight ahead at the road, his brow 


furrowed and his face tense. | wondered if the conversation bothered him and why. 


A few hours later, we finally arrived in the beach town of Ensenada We'd gotten lucky; since it was spring 
break, every hotel and motel in the area had been booked a year out, but Mike's aunt owned a small house on 
the beach just south of the town. She and her husband lived in Chicago as retirees and would spend the winter 
months south of the border to avoid the Midwest snow. They'd only just headed back home the week before, 
so the timing had been perfect. We pulled up in front and the eight of us practically fell out of the van, eager 
to stretch our legs after being confined for so long. Mike unlocked the front gate and led us through a small 
courtyard and garden filled with succulents, palm trees and indigenous plants. Letting us into the house, he 
continued the tour. It wasn't huge but we knew we weren't going to be spending much time indoors. There were 
three bedrooms, two off of the front courtyard and a master that looked out onto the beach. The living room, 
dining room and kitchen was one big open space and there were vaulted ceilings with fans and plenty of 
windows and French doors that took advantage of the ocean breezes. We threw open the back doors and 
stepped out onto a partially covered patio and the pacific ocean beyond. The sand and the water looked so good, 
| was tempted to jump in fully clothed. 


Heading back in, Mike went about assigning the bedrooms. Jim and Melissa got the master bedroom facing out 
to the ocean and Mike was sharing one of the back bedrooms with Hugh since the room had two twins. Jamie 
and | were supposed to share the third bedroom as it was supposed to have two twins as well, but when we 
brought our bags in, we were surprised to find one queen. The two large couches in the living room had 


already been claimed by Lars and Ron | was definitely feeling mixed emotions while Jamie looked downright 


horrified. 


"Well shit” He looked around the room as if he hoped another bed would magically appear. "This is gonna be 


awkward." 


| tried to play as cool and casual as | could. 
"Eh, whatever. | don't mind sharin’. l'd rather share with you then any of those jokers out there." 
His brow furrowed. 


| sure as hell don't trust any of them in a bed with you." He let out a sigh. "At least we get our own 
bathroom, you won't have to share with all the other guys." 


"That's worth puttin’ up with ya right there 
"Puttin up with me?" He tried to look offended. 
"You are a bit of a bed hog.and you snore" 

"| don't snore..do |?" 


| grinned at him and he grinned back. The initial unease passed and we took a few minutes to put our stuff 
away. Actually, | put my stuff away in the closet and dresser provided, Jamie just threw his bag in a corner 
and called it a day. 


‘lm gonna take a swim" | announced as | pulled one of my bikinis from a drawer. "You in?" 
"Fuck yeah, that sounds good after that drive." 


| went into the adjoining bathroom to change, while James used the bedroom. I'd bought some new suits for 
the trip and this was a cute navy two piece with ties at the hips and ties on the back and neck. | realized two 
late that | couldn't quite reach the one at my back and instead of trying to fiddle with it myself, | didn't even 
think twice about asking Jamie. Holding the suit in place, | walked back out into the bedroom. James had changed 
and | was momentarily distracted by the line of dark hairs that trailed down from his belly button into the 
waistband of his swim trunks. He looked up expectantly and got kind of a funny look on his face. | remembered 
then that | was barely holding my suit on and realized he was probably feeling embarrassed. 


"Hey, can you help me get this tied?" 


Presenting my back to him, | waited expectantly. | could feel him step close and the heat from his body was 
calling to me. He picked up the ends of my bikini strings and began to tie them together, his fingers brushing 
lightly against my back. | closed my eyes and focused on keeping my breathing even, his warm fingers against 
my skin were making it almost impossible though. It seemed like forever but finally he finished. 


"All done." His voice near my ear seemed deeper than usual but | was sure it was my own over sexualized 


imagination. 


"Thanks." | answered faintly, my hands itching to turn around and touch him. 


Instead, | grabbed my beach towel and flicked him with it, setting off a battle of towel flicking that led us 
through the house and out to the beach. We were both breathing hard and trying to catch our breath but 
laughing at the same time. Dropping our towels, we raced each other to the water's edge, diving into the warm 
water simultaneously. We swam and played in the ocean until we exhausted ourselves, then we dragged 


ourselves back to our towels and collapsed. 


We lay there for a while, the sun drying us quickly. | put on sunscreen on the front of my body and then 
handed the bottle to Jamie who was lying on his stomach. 


"I'm good." He mumbled, his face half buried into the towel. 

"Yer gettin’ a little pink" 

He shrugged. 

"lm too relaxed to move. | don't care if | burn a little." 

"Why are boys so dumb about taking care of themselves?" | muttered as | got up and knelt beside him. 
Squeezing some lotion onto my hands, | had almost laid my fingers onto his back when it occurred to me that 
touching him so intimately was probably not a wise move for me. It was too late though and after hesitating a 
moment more, | settled my hands gently onto his back. | felt him tense up on contact and then instantly relax 
as | massaged the lotion into his shoulders. 

"Oh god." He groaned. "Don't stop." 

Even if | had planned on stopping, | sure as hell wasn't going to stop now, not with that invitation | worked at 
the muscles along his shoulders and neck, loving the feel of his warm skin under my fingers. Squeezing more 
lotion onto my hands, | stretched across his back to reach the full length of his outstretched arms, my 
breasts grazing against him lightly. | felt a rush of heat low between my legs and had to stifle a groan from 
the desire pulsing through me. Focusing on the knots in his upper back provided a good distraction 

"Yer rock hard." | murmured. 


"Uh huh, rock hard" The words came out a little choked. 


| shrugged and continued working out the kinks and then moved to his lower back. Jamie was unusually quiet 


but maybe he was just relaxed. 


"Do you want me to put sunscreen on the back of your legs? They're gettin’ a little red too." 


"Um..sure." 


Pouring a little more of the liquid onto my hands, | massaged it into his legs, making sure each one was 


completely covered. 

"That should do it" 

Jamie mumbled a thank you as | laid back down next to him, stretching out on my beach towel. We laid there 
for an hour dozing in and out as the late afternoon sun slowly faded. Eventually someone shouted down from 
the house that dinner preparations were underway, so we reluctantly gathered our stuff and headed back in. | 
took a quick shower to wash off the salt and then changed into clean shorts and a t-shirt and joined everyone 
back in the great room. 

While we'd been enjoying the beach, some of the crew had gone to get groceries and plenty of booze for the 
night, since we figured we'd all be tired from the drive and not up for a night in town. The boys started 
drinking while they cooked steaks on the grill out back while Mel and | put together a salad and rice. We hadn't 


really had a chance to chat in the car earlier, so it was nice to have a moment alone to catch up. 


Melissa was cutting up veggies for the salad while | made a vinaigrette, but something had been bothering me 


from earlier and | wanted to clear the air. 


"Hey Mel." | started awkwardly and she looked at me expectantly. "l.l hope you weren't upset about the 


conversation in the car..about Jim askin’ me out. It was a long time ago. Nothing..nothing..ever happened" 
She smiled good-naturedly and continued dicing carrots. 

"Oh | already knew about that. Jim told me right after we started dating," 

"He did? Why would he bring that up?" 

"Because | asked him." 

| wrinkled my brow in confusion. 


"And why would you ask him, its not like Jim and | were extra close? Did | do anything to make you think 


there was something goin’ on?" 


"No, no." She was quick to assure me. "I asked him, cuz, well." She paused, looking embarrassed. "| wanted to 


make sure he wasn't harboring some secret crush on you. | didn't wanna fall for him if he was into you." 


"Why would you even think that he was into me in the first place?" 


Mel's lips twisted into a wan smile. Putting down the knife she was using, she turned to face me. 
"Before | got to know you Lei, I'm ashamed to say | made some assumptions about you because of the way 
you look. | assumed you were stuck-up and you only hung out with the boys and encouraged their attention 


because you still needed yer ego fed, even though yer gorgeous.’ 


| was shocked that sweet Mel had had such a low opinion of me. She saw that in my eyes and her face fell as 


she put a hand on mine. 

"Please don't think badly of me now Leila. | didn't know you and | was young and so incredibly insecure. I'd been 
secretly in love with Jim since Bth grade and | was easily influenced by the girls who were jealous of you. | 
listened to their spiteful words and when Jim and | got together, | was so prepared to hate you and think the 
worst. So | asked him about you and he told me how he had asked you out but you had said no in the kindest 
way possible. | began to see that perhaps I'd misjudged you. And then | met you and | saw that there was 
genuine friendship between you all." 

Mel looked down at the ground and then back up at me, her eyes troubled. 

"It was a long time ago but I'm still sorry for ever thinkin’ that way about you." 

| squeezed her hand. 

I'm glad you came around." 


She smiled at me in relief. 


"Anyway, it took all of about five minutes for me to understand what was really goin’ on and that you had 


never even been a threat to Jim and me" 
| looked at her confusion 

"And what was really goin’ on?" 

Mel's eyes widened in horror as if she realized she'd said something she hadn't meant to. 
"Crap. Lei, just forget it. | shouldn't drink and make conversation, | always say things | shouldnt" 
| wasn't letting her back out now. 

"Uh uh, yer not gettin’ off the hook that easily. What was really goin’ on Mel?" 


Her eyes were silently compassionate as she looked at me. 


‘|| realized within five minutes of meetin’ you, that you were never gonna be interested in Jim..because you 


were already in love with James." 

| stared at her in shock, the color draining from my face. | didn't even try and deny it. 

"How..how.?" 

| was watchin’ you closely to see if there was something goin’ on between you and Jim, but you never even 
spared him a glance. And then James would come into view and. could see it in yer eyes. Yer good at 


controlling yer face but yer eyes give ya away. You do love him don't you?" 


| nodded and turned away, not wanting her to see how vulnerable that admission made me. She ignored my 


efforts and pulled me in for a hug. We stayed like that for a minute until | pulled myself together. 
"J.Jim doesn't know does he?" | murmured as | stepped back. 
Mel shook her head. 


"No, | never told him. | won't tell him either. | love him but he's terrible at keepin’ secrets. And you plan on 


keepin’ this to yourself don't you?" 

| nodded my head slowly. 

"Yeah. I've long realized, that James doesn't feel the same. He's never gonna fall in love with me. 
Mel's eyes darkened in sympathy 

"That's fucked up Leila’ 

| laughed in spite of the heaviness of the conversation, Mel never swore. 

"Yep, it's really fucked up." | agreed. 

"Hts fucking fucked up. 


That made me laugh harder, which inspired Mel to pull out every swear word she knew to describe my sad 


situation. It may be truly fucked up but at least | could laugh about it. For the moment at least. 


The evening was a blast, exactly what we were hoping for when we made the plans to come south. Dinner was 
delicious, the boys had done a surprisingly good job of not burning the steaks and we sat around a huge table 
on the back patio eating, drinking and watching the sun set into the ocean After we ate and cleaned up, some 


of the guys got a small fire going on the beach and we grabbed blankets and guitars and sat around watching 


the flames as we laughed and played music until late. 


Most of the guys, including Jamie, were still hanging out when | headed in to get ready for bed. Leaving the 
door between the bathroom and the bedroom ajar, | tiredly brushed my teeth and washed my face. Unused to 
sharing a room, | didn't think twice as | pulled my shirt over my head to get changed. Standing in front of the 
mirror in a lacy bra that didn't leave much to the imagination, | stared at my reflection for a few minutes 
thinking about what Mel had said earlier, about how my eyes gave me away. | wondered if anyone else had 
noticed as well over the years, but then Mel was thoughtful and perceptive, it was unlikely any of the guys 
had been paying attention. 


Lost in thought, | didn't hear the outer door to the bedroom open and close and suddenly a movement in the 
mirror caught my attention. James was staring at my reflection, his eyes going wide as they came to rest on 
my nearly naked breasts visible in the bright bathroom lighting. Then his eyes darted to mine and his face 
flushed bright red. 


"Shit, sorry! Sorry." He looked adorably flustered. 


| figured playing it off like | wasn't standing there half nude was the best way to handle the situation. The last 
thing | wanted to do was start the trip with him putting distance between us because he was embarrassed by 


our close quarters. 
"No worries, just brushin' my teeth, I'm almost done." 


| gave a couple more swipes to my teeth and then gargled and spit. Closing the door, | removed my bra and 
shorts and slipped on the nightie | was now regretting having brought. When packing at home, l'd figured there 
wouldn't be air conditioning and if the house was hot, | wanted to be comfortable. Now | was regretting my 
choice, as it had thin straps, was cut short at mid-thigh and the material was very flimsy. With no other 
options, | had no choice to wear it and hope that James wouldn't be uncomfortable with my show of skin. 


Grabbing my clothes, | turned off the light and stepped into the bedroom. 


Earlier | had turned on a lamp on one of the nightstands and in the soft light | could see Jamie bent down 


sorting through his duffle bag, 

'Bathroom’s all yours." | said casually as | stuffed my clothes into a dresser drawer. 

"Oh yeah, cool" He mumbled 

Pulling out his toiletry bag, he stood up and went straight into the bathroom and closed the door behind him 
Sitting on the bed, | started brushing my hair as | listened to the sounds of the ocean coming in through the 


screened window. A sense of rightness washed over me. The setting, Jamie just steps away doing some 
mundane task, me doing the same, it all felt natural, the life we were meant for. Or was it no more than just 


wishful thinking? 

A few minutes later, Jamie stepped out of the bathroom and stopped short when he saw me sitting on the 
bed in my skimpy nightgown His eyes flickered over me and | remembered his discomfort from earlier. | didn't 
want things to be weird but | also refused to walk on eggshells the entire trip. He'd just have to get over 
whatever awkwardness he was feeling. Like before, | just pretended like there was nothing unusual about the 
situation. 

"Hope you did a good job brushin’ yer teeth." | teased playfully as | got up and walked around to the far side of 
the bed. "I don't wantcha to roll over in the middle of the night and let lose a breath that'll wake me out of a 
dead sleep." 

James snorted at that. 

"My breath is fine, it's the beer farts you should be afraid of" 

| let loose a loud laugh as | pulled back the blanket and sheets and climbed into the bed. | was still chuckling as 
he got in next to me and settled in. Reaching over | turned off the light, plunging the room into darkness 
before my eyes gradually adjusted and | was able to see his profile bathed in the moonlight coming in through 
the open window. He was so close, it would be so easy to lean over and press my lips to his. | squeezed my 
eyes shut tight as | silently counted to ten, willing my impulses away. 

"l'm glad we came." 

His voice startled me out of my thoughts. 

"Me too." | agreed. "It's great bein’ here with the gang, just like old times." 

"Yeah. Mostly though, I'm just glad that you and | get to hang out. I've missed you." 


He spoke quietly and | could hear the vulnerability in his voice. 


‘I've missed you too." | murmured. "No matter what l'm doin’ or where | am, my brain forgets that yer not 


there too. Then | feel the distance even more when | remember." 
"I do the same thing. When l'm playin’ something new and | turn to show you or | hear something funny and | 
wanna tell you..and then yer not there and it's like a punch in the gut. | haven't gotten used to not havin’ you 


around. | don't think I'll ever be." 


"Me too." 


He was quiet for a moment before | hear him chuckle softly. 


"So does this mean we'll be forced to live next door like on a sitcom? You'll come borrow sugar and our kids 


will grow up together." 
The images were bittersweet. 


"Kids?" | worked hard to keep the emotion out of my voice. "So | guess that means that you'd be married to 


someone and I'd be married to someone." 
"Yeah, | guess so." 
"So would yer..um.wife..be ok with you bein’ best friends with another woman?" 


"She'd fuckin’ have to be." He answered emphatically. "Just like yer..dude..would hafta be cool with you hangin’ 
out with a guy who is her best friend. Non-negotiable." 


"That's askin’ a lot of someone. She must be a saint, this future.Mrs. Hetfield" The words were acrid in my 
mouth but | was determined to keep the tone playful. "Tell me more about this paragon of perfection" 


"She'd damn well hafta be perfect to put up with me." | could hear the cynicism in his voice. "She'd have to be 
patient..clearly. Smart, to keep my on my toes. Funny, also to keep me on my toes. Most important though, I'd 
need someone who won't let me sink into the darkness." He was quiet for a moment. "Then again, | have you for 


that don't |?" 
"Of_.of course.” 


| could barely get the words out as | fought back tears. I'd asked for his answer, even if it was killing me to 


hear it. 


"Anyway, | dunno." He continued, embarrassment creeping into his voice. "What does any guy want in a woman 
he marries? Someone who makes him wanna do and be better, who understands him and someone he can 
respect. And of course I'd need to be attracted to her. All she'd have to do is smile at me and I'd be putty in 


her hands ya know?" 
"Yeah..| do." 
It was quiet for a moment. 


"So what about you?" James spoke up again, though his voice sounded strange. "What is yer perfect future 


mister like?" 


"|. dunno. | don't have a list, | think I'll just know when | meet him. I'll know he's the man I'm supposed to spend 


the rest of my life with." 


"You..you deserve someone amazing. But whoever he is.he better treat you right. I'll beat his ass if he 
doesn't." 


"Well you'll be right next door, so you can make sure he does." 
Jamie chuckled a little at that. 


"Anyway," | decided to change the subject to something less painful, "we'll be too busy tourin’ with our bands 
to be living the suburban life. Metallica will be opening for HyperDrive, so we'll be together on the road." 


"Wait, who's gonna be whose opening band?" 
| giggled as he caught my subtle dig. 

"You'll be opening for me of course." 

"Wait a minute.” 

| cut him off with a loud yawn, 


"l'm so tired" | mumbled, pretending to be sleepy as | tried not to laugh. "Big day tomorrow, we should get 
some rest.” 


James muttered something incomprehensible under his breath but | was pretty sure | caught the words 
"litte" and "brat" in there. Suddenly | didn't have to pretend | was tired as a wave of exhaustion hit me. 


"Goodnight Jamie." 
"Night Short Stack" He whispered softly. 


Soon | could hear the rhythm of his breathing change as he fell asleep and it put a smile on my face as | 


drifted off. 


Chapter 5 


Some part of me was aware, even in sleep, that somehow | ended up in Jamie's arms again during the night. 
Opening my eyes, | was looking down at his t-shirt covered chest as | lay half sprawled on top of him while his 
arms were wrapped around me, one large hand settled snugly on my ass. Shifting slightly, | felt something 
rubbing insistently against my thigh and looked down in surprise to see that he had a hard on. Desire rushed 
though me and for a split second | was tempted to take it as a sign that he wanted me too. Quickly | tamped 
down on those thoughts and scolded myself harshly for reading into it; all guys got morning wood, it had 
nothing to do with me. Swallowing my disappointment, | eased out of his arms. Though he resisted for a 
moment, | was able to pull away and slide off the other side of the bed without waking him. Quietly grabbing a 
change of clothes, | went into the bathroom for my morning shower, turning the temperature setting to cold 
and standing in the frigid water until my overheated libido calmed down. By the time | showered and gotten 
dressed, James was awake and waiting for his turn. | avoided looking at his lower region, knowing I'd blush 
bright red at the memory from earlier, but he gave me a sleepy smile and | knew he had no memory of 


cuddling together. 


Heading out to the living area, Ron and Lars were attempting to make breakfast, so | offered my help and we 
had pancakes, bacon, fresh fruit and coffee ready to go by the time the rest of the group stumbled out of 
bed. We made our plans for the day, deciding to go to a secluded beach called Playa Bonita. It was surrounded 
by high cliffs and only reachable by water, but here were plenty of chartered boats available down at the 
docks, so we packed up all the stuff we'd need, changed into swimsuits and piled into the van for the short ride 
down to the pier. Mike and Hugh spoke the best Spanish out of the group and negotiated a good rate to take us 
to the beach and we loaded the boat with snorkel gear, blankets, food, beers, and headed out. It was a gorgeous 
day, mid 10's and just a few puffs of clouds in the sky. It wasn't that long of a boat ride but we were stoked 


to see a few whales frolicking on our way there. 


Since it was spring break and everywhere in Baja was busy, we weren't surprised to see a dozen or so other 
boats anchored nearby, but it was by no means crowded. Wearing only our suits, we carried everything 
through the waist deep water to shore and set up quickly, laying out blankets and setting up umbrellas to keep 
the iced coolers of food and drinks cold. A couple of the guys immediately opted for a nap but James, Lars, 
Jim and Melissa and | chose to go snorkeling. Slathering on the sunscreen, | turned to ask Mel if she'd help with 
my back but she was helping Jim; biting the bullet, | asked Jamie. 


"Can you put some on my back?" | asked, holding out the bottle. 
"Um, sure.” 


| could hear him squeeze the lotion onto his hands and tried to keep from tensing up when he stepped close 
and settled them onto my back. | lifted the hair off the back of my neck as he massaged my shoulders, my 
eyes closing in pleasure. Involuntarily, | let out a little moan and he froze. Holding my breath, | waited for his 
response. He started back up, only now his hands were moving slower, pressing deeper into my muscles and 
flesh. | could have sworn there was a sensual undercurrent, but | dismissed the thought almost immediately, 


clearly he was just being thorough and | was stupid to read more into it. 


Finishing up, he handed me back the bottle and then presented his back to me. Smiling to myself, | worked the 
sunscreen into his back and shoulders like he's done for me, taking my time and massaging the lotion deep into 


his skin with my hands. | felt a smug sense of satisfaction as | heard him groan softly under his breath. 


Once we were all completely covered, the five of us headed into the water, put on our gear and swam 
offshore to a small reef. There were plenty of colorful fish on display and we spent a long time exploring; 
diving down and getting an up close view of the underwater world beneath the waves. Finally we swam back to 
shore and threw ourselves down on the blankets, tired but excited about our adventure. After resting, we ate 
lunch and opened up the cooler of beers, followed by more lounging in the sun and swimming in the ocean. Hugh 
pulled out a Frisbee and James, Ron and | jumped up to play. We started by spacing ourselves out evenly and 
Tossing to each other in an orderly fashion, soon though the activity dissolved into a free for all as we tried 
to outrun each other to catch the disc. Jamie and | were running full speed towards a throw from Ron, James 
could easily outrun me with his long legs, so | made a last ditch dive for the Frisbee. We collided in midair and 
somehow | landed on my back with Jamie sprawled on top of me. His face was mashed against my neck, his 
chest pressing down against the softness of my breasts, his legs straddling my hips. We lay there for a 
moment un-moving, though | could feel his heart pounding against me. Finally he lifted his head to look down at 
me, his eyes having darkened to a midnight blue. 


"Are you OK?" His voice sounded hoarse. 
"Y..yeah." | gazed up into his face so close to mine. "Just a little trouble breathing.” 


"Oh, yeah. Shit, let me get off ya" 


He scrambled to his feet and then carefully pulled me up to a standing position | took a couple deep breaths as 
he watched, his brow furrowed. 


"| didn't mean to take you out like that 

"It wasn't yer fault" | smiled at him ruefully. "| was a little over ambitious. 
He chuckled softly. 

"If you were about a foot taller, you'd be playin defensive tackle for UCLA" 
We stood smiling at each other for a moment. 

"She ok?" Ron called from down the beach. 


"You good?" James peered down at me and was noticeably relieved when | nodded. 


He gave me a high five before turning back and walking towards the rest of the guys. 

"Yep, all good" | heard him tell them. "Leila's one tough dude." 

My smile faltered and | made my way slowly to the blanket and laid down, throwing an arm over my eyes as | 
squeezed them tight against threatening tears. No, | wasn't as tough as he thought. My heart was very 
susceptible to being bruised. 

"You alright?" Mel came and stretched out next to me. 

"Haven't you heard?" | muttered bitterly. "I'm one tough dude." 

| heard. You know he doesn't understand what he's saying and how it hurts you?" 

"I know. But what he is tellin’ me is that he only sees me one of the guys." | let out a shaky sigh. "You know 
Mel, there were a couple times in the last few days when | thought maybe he was seein’ me as something 
more, but he just reminded me that I'd be an idiot for thinkin’ that. | guess | should be thankin’ him for setting 
my head back on straight” 

‘lm so sorry Leila" She sighed quietly. "I wish he would open up his eyes and see what's right in front of him." 


My shoulders slumped in defeat. 


"He sees what he wants to see..and that's his best friend” | could hear resentment creeping into my voice. 


"Nothin' less and definitely nothin’ more." 


| was quiet the rest of the afternoon and on the trip back to the house. James kept giving me looks, but he 
also knew that sometimes | just needed space; thankfully he gave it to me. Hours later as | finished getting 
ready for a night on the town, I'd adopted a fuck it attitude for the evening, dressing more daring in a short 
tight skirt and a tank top that was cut low in the front and had crisscrossed straps up the back. | had blown 
dry my hair so it fell in big loose waves around my shoulders and Mel had done my make-up since | barely 


owned any. We were in her room getting ready and she stood back and looked at me, her eyes going wide. 
"Well?" | asked impatiently. 
"You look really beautiful” She answered sincerely. 


| was hopin’ for slutty." 


"| tried, but honestly, my conscience wouldn't let me do it” 


| made a face and walked over to look in the full length mirror and stared in surprise, barely recognizing the 
girl looking back at me. Mel had done a great job on my make-up, and even though | didn't look slutty, the 
make-up highlighted my eyes and lips while my revealing clothing added just the right amount of sexy. | didn't 
look slutty but | definitely was pulling off sensuous. That was good enough for me. 


"Come on ladies!" Hugh was yelling from the living room. "There are a lot of hungry men out here and 


we..need..food." 
"We should go." Mel looked at me nervously. 
"What is it?" 


"Are you sure you wanna go out like that? | mean, you look amazing but.are you sure you want that kind of 


attention?" 


"No." | answered honestly. "I'm not sure | do at all, but.l'm so fuckin' tired of waitin’ for Jamie to notice me, 
that maybe it's time | start lookin for it elsewhere. Time to dive in 


"Yeah, but couldn't you just try the shallow end first instead of jumping off a 1000 foot cliff?" 

| laughed at Mel's analogy. 

"Nope, tonight I'm cliff diving." 

| grabbed my purse and taking a deep breath, walked out to join the guys. 

"Come on la." Hugh's mouth snapped shut as | walked past him, his eyes going wide. 

| continued out to the front where the rest of the guys were standing around waiting. 

"Woah." Mike blew out a breath. 

The guys all turned to look and if | hadn't been working so hard to maintain a composed exterior, | would have 
laughed at their comical faces. Even Jamie, for once, seemed taken aback by my appearance. He recovered 
quickly though, turning away and climbing in to the front passenger seat. Ignoring the stares, | got into the van 
and waited for the rest of them to pile in. Hugh took the wheel this time and it was quiet for a few minutes 


as we got underway. Finally the silence was broken by Lars who was sitting in the last row. 


"Hey Leila?" | turned back to look at him and noticed the mischievous twinkle in his eye as he spoke. "I changed 
my mind. | think I'm definitely gonna be hittin’ on you." 


The van erupted in laughter and the buzz of conversation and laughter continued for the rest of the ride. 


Except for James. He stared out the window silently. 


Ten minutes later, we arrived in Ensenada and parked near the restaurant we planned to eat at. The streets 
and sidewalks were overflowing with college age kids like us and the atmosphere was party till you puke or get 
laid. Usually I'd shudder at being in a chaotic scene like this but tonight | was throwing caution to the wind, 


determined to be carefree. 
"Jesus, its nuts here." Lars was looking around, his eyes wide. 


"Yeah." Mike shouted to be heard. "This is why my aunt and uncle head back to Chicago, they can't handle all 
the kids." He rubbed his hands together in anticipation "Its non-stop drinkin’ and hot chicks." 


"Sounds fuckin’ awesome to me." Lars grinned wide. 
"Hell yeah!" Hugh yelled enthusiastically. 


Mike directed us over to the restaurant and fortunately they were able to seat us fairly quickly. We sat 
upstairs on a balcony that overlooked the busy street below and from somewhere, the sound of rock and pop 
music could be heard. We ordered a couple pitchers of margaritas to start with and | drank my first one 
quickly. Jamie was sitting next to me and | noticed him giving me a sideways look. | was sipping on my second 


drink when finally he leaned over. 
"Dontcha think you should slow down?" 
"Nope. Its spring break and | came here to fuckin’ party.’ 


Defiantly, | took another long swallow. The food came, as well as a steady stream of margarita pitchers. The 
world around me became a little fuzzier but | just went with it, enjoying the disconnection from the voice in 


my head that was always telling me no. 


Eventually we finished dinner and made our way back out to the crowded streets. | was a little wobbly, but 
fortunately I'd chosen sandals so | wasn't completely unsteady. Mel was as buzzed as me and we walked arm in 
arm, giggling and laughing at the smallest thing. | was vaguely aware of various random dudes trying to get 
our attention and whistling at us, but our group of guys put up a pretty formidable front and we had no 


issues. 


Finally, we arrived at the club that Mike had suggested. It was enormous on the inside with an entire second 
story that opened up onto the bar and dance areas below, where a live band playing top 40 and rock songs. It 
was packed inside but we slowly navigated our way through to one of the bars to order drinks. We started 
with a round of kamikaze shots and | slammed mine quickly, the liquid spreading through my body like wildfire. 
Noticing that the very hunky bartender was giving me the eye, | smiled back coyly, completely free of my 
usual inhibitions. | was starting to see why James drank before performing, it was completely liberating. He 


motioned me over, so | squeezed in between Lars and Mike at the bar. 


"My name's Bodhi." He shouted over the music and noise. 
"Leila" | shouted back. 
"Like the song?" He nodded enthusiastically. "It suits you. Beautiful name for a beautiful girl." 


| ignored my snarky inner voice that wondered how many times he'd used that line. Instead, | just smiled my 


appreciation for the compliment. His eyes widened and he blinked a couple times. 


"Shit, you gotta warn a guy before you smile at him like that. You're gonna make me fall in love with you 


Leila 
"Give me a fuckin’ break" Lars whispered near my ear. 


| wanted to laugh at Lars! comment but | didn't think my new friend would appreciate it. | elbowed Lars to shut 
up instead. 


"So, how long have you worked here?" | knew it was lame small talk but | had zero experience in this area. 


"I came down here a couple years ago from Oregon for the surfing and never went back. What about you, 


where ya from?" 
"LA, but I'm goin’ to school up at Berkeley.” 


"Wow, impressive.’ He ignored the customers who were trying to flag him down for drinks, instead he leaned in 


closer. "So what are they teachin’ ya up at Berkeley Leila?" 

The intimate tone of his voice caught me by surprise and | knew my cheeks were turning pink. 
"Music, I'm a music major. And | sing in a band." 

"No shit. So yer gorgeous, sweet and yer a musician?" 

"That was my fuckin’ line" Lars muttered but | ignored him as Bodhi asked me another question 
"You must have a boyfriend then right? A girl like you." 

My false bravado faltered for a moment as | shook my head. 

"No..no boyfriend" 


"Well, that's good news for me then" He grinned boldly. "Let me buy you another drink" 


He threw together a bunch of different ingredients into a tall glass and then slid it across the bar to me. | 
took a sip and almost gasped out loud at the amount of alcohol. | took another small sip and found that it went 
down easier than the first. Bodhi had to get back to the other customers, so | turned and leaned back against 
the bar, my gaze instantly clashing with Jamie. He looked pissed. He looked really pissed. | looked down at the 
drink in my hand and knew he didn't approve of my reckless behavior. | was always the good girl.what had that 
ever gotten me? Pointedly ignoring him, | continued drinking my cocktail and pretending that | was having the 


time of my life. 
The cover band started playing Jessie's Girl and Mel's eyes lit up. 
"| love this song! Come on Leila, let's dance!" 


She was surprisingly strong and | barely had a chance to hand my drink off to Lars before she yanked me out 
to the dance floor. Mel turned quite bossy when she got drunk, which | found hysterical. We wound our way to 
a spot in the middle of the dance floor and the alcohol | had consumed was pumping through my bloodstream 
as | cut loose. Mel and | sang along to every song and | didn't care if my dance moves were overly suggestive 


as | shook my hips to the rhythm, | was having fun. 


We must have danced for a good hour before we decided to go back and find the boys. We were both hot and 
thirsty and desperate for cold drinks, and we were getting tired of dealing with all the grabby guys who kept 
trying to intrude on our fun. We were singing along to the band as we arrived back to where we'd left the 
boys. Mike was flirting with some brunette in hot pink shorts, Lars and Hugh were MIA and James, Ron and 
Jim had managed to secure stools at the bar. They were faced out towards the dance floor and | realized that 


they had done that to keep an eye on us. | wasn't sure whether to feel annoyed or touched. 

James was taking a sip of bottled beer as we approached but his eyes were on me. | couldn't read his 
expression, which was a first for me. Wordlessly he handed me his beer, which thankfully was ice cold. | took a 
long drink, my eyes closing in pleasure. When | opened them, he was watching me with the same strange 
expression. 

"Thanks." | murmured, suddenly feeling shy. 

"Anytime." His voice was almost a growl and | felt my heart beat faster as | stared at him. 


"Leila" 


Bodhi's voice cut through the noise of the club, breaking the moment between Jamie and me. Stifling a sigh of 
frustration, | reluctantly turned my attention to the bartender. 


"Hey, what's up?" 


| found that my interest in flirting and making small talk had waned significantly, but | didnt want to be rude, 
so | squeezed in next to James at the bar. Bodhi shot me a sexy smile, his gaze heated as he took in my 


flushed face and the way the damp tank top clung to my breasts. 

"You're so hot" 

"What?" | wasn't sure if I'd heard him over music. 

"You look like you're hot." He quickly amended. 

"Bullshit." Jamie grunted next to me but | ignored him. 

The bartender grabbed a beer out of a cooler, popped the cap and handed it to me. | smiled politely and took a 
long swallow, but | could see him staring at my breasts when he thought | wasn't looking. Putting down the 
beer | smiled again uncomfortably, trying to figure out the best way to back pedal out of the situation I'd 


created. 


| have to be here until two." Bodhi leaned across the bar. "Can ya stay till then, maybe we can go grab an 


early breakfast 

| felt James tense up next to me. He didn't have to protect me, | wasn't interested in staying 

"| can't. lm here with my friends and | need to head back with them 

"Come back tomorrow then and see me 

"We have plans tomorrow." James interrupted rudely as he swiveled the stool around to glare at Bodhi. 


The two guys scowled at each other and | stood there nervously looking between them. Suddenly something 
caught my attention out of the corner of my eye. Some guy was pushing at Mike, his face furious. 


"Shit." | groaned as | put my beer down and scooted behind Jamie, rushing over to help our friend. 


When | arrived, Mike was doing his best to hold onto his temper. He was a big guy but not easily provoked; 
when he was though, look out, there was a reason he was going to Notre Dame on a football scholarship. The 
other guy seemed oblivious of the hornet's nest he was riling up as he continued to put his hands on my 
friend. Apparently the girl Mike had been chatting up was his girlfriend, she was standing to the side looking 
smug at all the attention 


"l'Il beat your ass for thinkin’ you can get with my girl" The hothead was practically purple as he spewed 
threats. 


Mike kept his cool, though | could see he was annoyed by all the drama. Thinking to neutralize the situation, | 


came up next to him and wrapped a hand around his arm. He looked down at me in surprise. 


"There you are sweetie.” | purred, trying not to laugh. "Let's get goin." 


| tried to play it like | was his girlfriend and Mike arched an eyebrow in amusement. The other guy was stil 


over-agitated but then he finally noticed me and his angry expression slowly transformed into a sleazy leer. 


"Wait, is this your girlfriend?" Mike didn't answer but the guy continued to ogle me, undressing me with his 
eyes. "You're a fuckin’ idiot. You're doggin’ around when you've got those tits and that ass to do whatever you 


want with?" 
"Shut it dude." Mike was finally getting pissed. 


"You're a pussy. If that was my chick, I'd have my dick shoved in that pretty mouth 24/1" He stopped for a 
second and | could see the wheels turning in his head. "That's a fuckin’ great idea. You take my bitch and I'l 
take yours." 


In one movement, he shoved his girlfriend at Mike while at the same time, he reached out and yanked me by 


the arm, causing me to stumble into him. All hell broke loose. 


Apparently the boys had been gathering to watch the confrontation in case things went south. Ron told me 
later that they had been content to let Mike handle things, that is, until the other guy had put his hands on 
me, then all bets were off. Jamie was the first one in the fray, his fist connecting with the guy's jaw as he 
reached for me with his other hand and hauled me out of the guy's grasp. Someone pulled me to a safe 
distance as the asshole's friends joined in and | watched in amazement at the free for all taking place in front 
of me. Pretty quickly though, the bar's beefy security force showed up and ended the fight. Fortunately, Bodhi 
had witnessed the entire thing and the jerk and his friends were carted off to be dealt with by the local 


Mexican police. 


James, Mike and the rest were all grinning at each other like idiots, and other than a couple scrapes, no one 
was hurt. | shook my head, mystified at the boys' ability to be total hotheads one minute and then like 
overgrown puppies the next. Looking over to commiserate with Mel, my smile faded as | noticed she was 
pretty shaken. Stepping close, | put my arm around her comfortingly and she leaned her head on my shoulder 
as we watched the guys recount the fight to each other. Already the details were being exaggerated | noticed. 
Catching Jamie's eye over the top of Mel's head, his lips twisted into a rueful smile and my breath caught at 
the flood of emotions that rushed through me. | smiled back weakly and then bent my head to lean against 
Mel's. | didn't want him to see the love and vulnerability that was surely shining bright in my eyes. 


We stayed another hour but by then my head was pounding as | went straight from drunk to hung-over. We 
started to head out, and not really wanting to get into another conversation, | smiled and waved goodbye to a 
disappointed looking Bodhi as we walked out of the bar. The air was noticeably cooler outside and | took a big 
breath, hoping to help ease my headache. Instead, | took too much and for a moment | swayed, feeling as if | 


was going to pass out. An arm went around my waist quickly as James pulled me back against him. 


‘Ive got you." He murmured against my ear. 


Nodding mutely, | let him lead me back to the van holding me securely. The boys continued to talk smack the 
entire way back to the house, though Mel was out cold in the seat behind me and | was barely awake as | sat 
with my head on Jamie's shoulder, his arm around me. When we arrived at the house, Jim immediately got 
Mel inside and put to bed while James tasked himself with helping me. Squinting against the bright bathroom 
light, | brushed the alcohol from my teeth and washed all of the make-up from my face. My head was still 
pounding but at least | felt more like me again. Changing into my nightgown, | came back out into the bedroom 
where Jamie had a couple aspirin and some water waiting for me. | took them dutifully and climbed into bed 
while he did his bathroom routine quickly and climbed in after me. Turning off the light, we were both quiet 
for a few minutes. 

"Jamie?" 

"Yeah." 

"Are you asleep?" 

"Whaddya think?" His voice was thick with amusement. 

"Oh...yeah." 

It was quiet for a moment. 

"Jamie?" 

"Hmmmm?" 

"| don't think | should drink that much again" 

Little buyer's remorse?" He chuckled. 

"Uh huh. The room's spinnin’. | think I'm gonna fall outta the bed" 

"Yer not gonna fall out of the bed." He let out a sigh. "Come here." 

| scooched closer and he put his arm around me and pulled me in so my head lay on his shoulder. 

"See, now I've got you and you can't fall. Better?" 


‘Mmmm, much better." | mumbled tiredly. 


He snugged me up tighter against him and | put my hand on his chest, the feel of him under my fingers so 


comforting, | was asleep in moments. 


Chapter 6 


By the time | woke up the next morning, James was already up and showered. Moving off the bed carefully, | 
was happy to see that my headache was mostly gone but my stomach was still a little queasy. A long hot 
shower made me feel better but | was still moving slow as | changed and made my way to the great room. 
Everyone but Mel was sitting around finishing up breakfast and they all gave me a whispered but enthusiastic 
greeting. | appreciated their thoughtfulness as a cup of coffee and toast were put in front of me. Nibbling at 


the bread, | half listened as the conversation buzzed around me. 

"| almost forgot to thank my hero Leila for last night" Mike's voice cut through my cloudy brain 
All | could do was look at him in confusion. He smiled broadly at my lighting quick memory. 

‘Last night, you jumped in to try an’ save me when that asshole was tryin’ to pick a fight" 

"Oh that" | muttered, my voice scratchy. "I think | mighta just made it worse though: 


"Nah, that guy was itchin' for a fight no matter what. l'm just glad | got to witness that right hook to his 


face. Nice goin’ James." 


Jamie just grunted from where he was taking a long sip of OJ. His eyes did flicker over to me for a moment 


and | was left to wonder about the look in his eyes. 


"So what about yer bartender buddy from last night?" Hugh was grinning at me. "Is he the Mr. Right you were 
lookin’ for? He seemed pretty into ya" 


| could feel James' eyes on me again and | wondered if he was still disappointed in my behavior the previous 


night. 
"He was nice enough" | shrugged. "Not the right guy though." 


| stared down at my plate, afraid that Jamie would read the truth in my eyes. Talk continued to swirl around 
me as | sipped at my coffee and barely touched the toast. 


The guys wanted to head farther south to check out some good surfing locations, but | opted to stay at the 
house with Mel who was in worse condition than me. It was actually nice to have a few quiet hours without 
the boys around. Eventually though | needed to get out and stretch my legs, so | took a long walk down the 
beach, the ocean breeze dispelling any lingering effects from the night before. If only it could do as good a job 
with the rest of me. Alone like this was when | started thinking too hard about things | didn't want to deal with 
but couldn't ignore for long. Usually that was Jamie, or rather, how do | get over Jamie, or lately, how do | let 
go of Jamie. Today though | had a new question Over the last few days, there had been a few moments where 
for the first time, | began to wonder if it was possible that there was a tiny chance that Jamie might be 


attracted to me? We were always connected but now there was some undercurrent that | hadn't noticed 
before. Was it sexual tension? Was he feeling it too? | decided to pay closer attention over the next few days 
to see if my suspicions had any merit. The one thing | couldn't do though was allow myself to hope. It would be 
that much more devastating when | came to the conclusion that my suspicions were merely wishful thinking on 


my part. 


An hour later and | was almost back to the house, when | saw a familiar lanky figure walking towards me on 


the shoreline. He jogged up the last 50 feet, grinning at me like an overgrown kid. 
"Did you have fun?" | asked, smiling up at him. "Catch any waves?" 


"Eh, | caught a few but I'm not as good a surfer as Jim and Hugh. Watchin’ Lars try surfin' was pretty fuckin’ 
entertaining though." 


| laughed at the image as we started walking back down the beach slowly. 
"So, are ya feelin’ better?" James asked, looking at me sideways. 


‘Yeah, pretty much. The walk helped. And the fresh air. Thanks.thanks for takin’ care of me last night. | really 
tied one on didn't |?" 


He chuckled a litle. 

"Yeah, | have to say in the history of Leila McKinnon, that one holds the record for drunkest night out." He 
gave me a pointed look. "You seemed pretty determined about it, like you were on a mission or something. Were 
you?" 

| could hear the serious tone in his voice. 

"Maybe." | answered quietly, looking out to the waves. 

"What were ya hopin’ to accomplish? Did.did that bartender have anything to do with it?" 

Damn we were treading on dangerous ground here. 

"Partly. dunno. | guess maybe | was tired of bein’ serious all the time, bein’ responsible while everyone else 
does whatever the fuck they want. | play by the rules, | make the smart choices..most of the time. For 
once... wanted to know what it was like to go against the little voice inside my head that's always tellin’ me to 


play it safe." 


"So how'd that work out?" There was some strange undercurrent in his voice. 


"| had fun for a little while. Hangover wasn't so great." 
"You..you didn't leave with the bartender. Do you regret it?" 
| stopped abruptly. Jamie took another step before realizing and stopped and turned to look back at me. 


"I only regret givin’ him the wrong impression" | looked at him squarely. "I meant it the other day..'m waitin’ 


for the right guy: 
He made a face at that: 

"How do you even know there is one?" 

It took everything | had to keep from blurting out that | knew because | was looking right at him. 

"| know there is. l.l only hope he realizes that lm the girl he's supposed to be with" 

James shook his head ruefully. 

"Guys are pretty dense when it comes to this kinda stuff. | hope you have a lot of patience” 

| nearly laughed out loud at the irony, 

"You'd be amazed Jamie at how much patience | have 

We started walking again, a comfortable silence settling over us as we made our way back up to the house. 


It turned out that the guys had met some other spring breakers while surfing and had invited them over for 
a barbecue and bonfire, so we all pitched in to get supplies and prep the food. Around five, our company 
started showing up and pretty soon the house was filled with conversation and laughter as we all mixed and 
mingled. Chicken and steak were cooked up on the grill and we had a full spread of tortillas, veggies, salsa and 
homemade guacamole and chips to go with. Hugh was making margaritas in the kitchen and there were plenty 
of beers, but | stuck to sipping on a Coke instead as | wandered through the party. The guests were a mix of 
male and female and | noticed with amusement that Hugh, Mike and Lars had zeroed in on the single girls 
already, chatting them up and working their best smooth moves. A few of the new guys were trying to flirt 
and get me to talk to them, but after the previous night's fiasco, | knew | wasn't in the mood to try my hand 
at playing the field again My heart wasn't in it and | just wasn't interested in stringing anyone along. 


Noticing then that James had disappeared, | went to look for him. Stepping out on the patio, | found him sitting 
on the outdoor lounger strumming on his guitar while he looked out to the sun sinking into the ocean | settled 
down next to him, tucking my feet under me and following his gaze out to the sunset. We were quiet for a few 


minutes before | broke the silence. 


“Avoiding all the fun?" 
He scoffed at that. 


"You know | don't do well with stuff like this. | don't know anyone and | don't do small talk. Figured no one would 


notice if | just came out here." 

"| noticed." 

He shot me a sideways smile as he continued playing. 

"I kinda thought you'd make yer way out here at some point" 
"You did?" | asked in surprise. 

"After last night, | figured you probably needed a break from people." 
God he knew me so well. 

"Yer people." | pointed out, smiling. 

"I ain't people." He grinned, quoting one of my favorite movies. 
My eyes widened in surprise. 

| can't believe you remember that." 

"You made me watch it every time it was on TV." 

"Yeah, but old musicals aren't exactly yer thing." 

He shrugged his shoulders. 


"That one wasn't so bad, there were some funny bits that | could appreciate. | know you thought that actor 


was dreamy." 


"Who, Gene Kelly? God, he's like 10 years-old now, but back then.yeah, he was kinda dreamy. He'd always look 
at his leading lady like she was the only woman he could ever love." | felt a catch in my chest then and looked 


out towards the water. "I think every girl wants to be looked at like that at least once in her life.” 


Jamie didn't say anything but instead started to play Wish You Were Here. Quietly | sang along, resting my 
head on the back of the rattan sofa as | watched the sun sink into the waves, the sky above a blur of 


purples, blues and pinks. Nothing else existed but the ocean, the sky and Jamie and | making music; it was 


about as perfect a moment as | could ever imagine. 


The last note from the guitar was still vibrating in the air as we looked at each other. He had that look in his 
eyes again, the one | couldn't decipher, the one that made my pulse beat faster and made it hard to catch my 
breath. 


"Hey you twol" Hugh hollered from the back door. "Food's ready and there won't be anything left if ya don't 


come in now." 


If I'd had a rock, | would have happily hurled it at Hugh's head. Looking over, | could see that James was 
carefully setting down his guitar, so | slowly got to my feet and we walked in to grab a plate. 


The food was decimated in no time flat and since it was now dark, we headed outside to start the bonfire. 
Blankets were laid out and James and Hugh grabbed their guitars. | sat down next to Melissa and peripherally 
saw one of the guys who'd tried chatting me up earlier, determinedly making his way over. Before he could lay 
claim to the empty spot on my left, Jamie dropped down beside me. | pretended not to notice the guy glare at 
James and then walk off to find another place to sit. 


"Thank you." | murmured closed to Jamie's ear. 
"Yer my people, I've gotta look out for ya" 


| laughed at that and for a moment, | threw caution to the wind and laid my head on his shoulder. He rested 
his head against mine and for a little while we sat like that in silence, just watching the flames of the bonfire 
grow bigger. Eventually though someone shouted for some music and we broke apart as James reached behind 
him and pulled out his guitar. Hugh grabbed his as well and requests were thrown out as the boys tried to 
accommodate them the best they could while the group sang along. 


Everyone had just finished an off-key but enthusiastic Hotel California when Lars requested | sing. | tried to 
back out of it but Lars and the others were immediately insistent and | watched as Hugh's guitar made its 
way around the circle to me. Realizing | had no choice, | started strumming the intro to Aint No Sunshine and 


the group quieted down as | started in on the lyrics, giving it a bluesy vibe. 


Ain't no sunshine when he's gone 
I's not warm when he's away. 
Ain't no sunshine when he's gone 
And he's always gone too long 
Anytime he goes away. 


| changed the lyrics so that the subject of the song was from a woman's perspective and | suspected that Mel 
sitting next to me would quickly realize the song and lyrics had been intentional choices. Any time | sang a song 


with James in mind, | felt like maybe the words and melody would somehow seep into his brain, make him see 


that | was more than just his best friend, but also the girl who loved him. | revealed my heart to him through 
music, my feelings woven through every note and every word. By the time | plucked the last note on the 
guitar, | felt so exposed, | was afraid the smallest slip would give me away. Fortunately no one seemed to 
notice as the whole bonfire group broke into loud applause and cheers. Masking my vulnerability as shyness, | 


ducked my head away so no one could read the real emotions in my eyes. 


"Damn Lei, that was fuckin’ awesome." Hugh was grinning in admiration as | passed his guitar back around to 


him. 
"See," Lars was smiling smugly, "I told ya" 


"You were so amazing!" Mel wrapped an arm around my shoulder and pulled me in for a hug. "Need a 


moment?" She whispered into my ear. 

All| could do was nod gratefully. She hopped up and pulled me with her. 

"We're gonna go get more beers, we'll be right back" Mel announced cheerfully. 

Linking an arm through mine, we walked into the house casually but once we were inside, she pulled me into 
the kitchen and out of view from anyone outside. | leaned against the counter while she stood looking at me, 
her eyes sympathetic. 

"You sang that so beautifully, so heartfelt.quess yer really and truly in love with him huh?" 

| shot her a look before answering. 


"What gave it away?" 


With both started laughing but the laughter was tempered with melancholy for both of us. Mel had a kind 
heart and | appreciated her empathy. 


"How do you do it?" She asked quietly. "Every day, loving him and never letting on? | mean, that out there was 


clearly a love letter and he doesn't even know it" 
Shaking my head, | shrugged of fhandedly. 


"IFs really fuckin’ hard. But I'm stuck. Can't move forward, can't move back." | let out a big breath. "It's the 
story of my life.” 


Mel squeezed my arm comfortingly. 


"Any time you need to vent or cry or just sit and be heard, l'm here for you." 


| gave her an appreciative hug and we grabbed some beers and rejoined the group, who were merrily singing 
along to an Elton John song. | sank down next to Jamie and he gave me a warm smile. The guys played for a 
little while more and then we settled into talking, laughing and drinking. Mike and Lars seemed to be making 
headway with the girls they'd been chatting with and some couples disappeared out to the beach for private 
time. | suddenly got a chill on my back and shivered. 


"You cold?" Jamie's breath was warm against my cheek. 

| shivered again and nodded. 

| can just go get a sweater." 

| made to get up but James put a hand on my leg to stop me. | almost shivered a third time. 

"Come sit here." He patted the space in front of him between his legs. "I'll block the cold" 

| knew if | questioned his motives I'd would be going around in circles, and honestly, | was cold and there was no 
place I'd rather be. Scooting over and between his legs, tentatively | leaned back against him, the heat from his 
body enveloping me in warmth immediately. He pulled the blanket we were sitting on so that it wrapped around 
us both as we nestled close together. Laying my head back against his shoulder, | gave a deep sigh of complete 
contentment. 

"Warmer?" He murmured into my ear. 

All| could do was nod yes, afraid to use actual words. He gave me a gentle squeeze and then started talking 
quietly to Ron on his left. | loved the rumbling feel that went through his body into mine every time he spoke 
or laughed, it felt like we were one person. | was tempted to fall asleep but | didn't want to miss a single 
fragment of this magical moment. Eventually though my eyelids did begin to droop. 

"I think Leila's fallin’ asleep." Ron quietly observed. 


"No I'm not." | mumbled softly. 


James and Ron both chuckled and | gave up resisting the urge to nod off as | snuggled closer into Jamie's 


arms. 


Eventually the party broke up and | sleepily made my way into the bedroom to wash up and change. | didn't 
even crawl under the covers though as | laid down on the bed. At some point, | was vaguely aware of Jamie 
helping me to get under the blankets and then he was sliding in next to me, and, because | was barely 
conscious and acting on instinct alone, | cuddled up next to the heat of his body. 


"This is startin’ to become a habit." He murmured teasingly against the top of my head. 


"So warm.." | mumbled groggily. 


Letting out a sigh, he lifted his arm up and around me, pulling me against his side. | drifted back into slumber 


with a contented smile hovering around my lips. 


The next day | woke up to the temperature noticeably hotter inside the house, though maybe it had to do with 
how | was still wrapped up in Jamie's arms from the night before. We had shifted sometime during the night 
and now | was spooned up against him, my head on his shoulder while one of his arms was draped over my 
waist, his hand resting low on my belly and our legs tangled together. | almost groaned out loud as | felt his 
rigid hard-on nestled snug against my ass, rubbing enticingly against me. Squeezing my eyes tight against the 
pleasure radiating from the friction, slowly | eased myself out of his arms though it killed me to do it. Quietly 
| padded into the bathroom and took a shower. 


Stepping out, | realized that I'd forgotten to bring in a fresh change of clothes, so wrapping the towel around 
myself, | assumed James was still asleep as | eased back in the room. Imagine my surprise as | took two steps 
into the room only to look up to see him watching me from where he lay in the bed. 

"Hi." | stopped abruptly and | could feel my cheeks flooding with color. 

"Hey." His voice sounded rough. 


| wasn't sure if it was a trick of the light, but his eyes seemed to have darkened to almost black. 


‘|| forgot my clothes." | explained lamely as | turned my back to him, fumbling around in the dresser for a 
clean outfit. 


Grabbing the stuff that | needed, | hurried back into the bathroom. Leaning against the door, my stomach was 
tied up in knots and my pulse was racing at that look in his eyes. Scolding myself for overreacting, | quickly got 
dressed and walked back out into the bedroom, a deliberately casual expression plastered on my face. He was 
still lying where | left him, so | ran and bounced down hard on the bed next to him. 


"Jesus Leila, you have too much energy." He growled but he was smiling up at me. 


"| relaxed all day yesterday and now I'm ready to get out and do something." | grinned down at him. "Come on, 


it's our last day." 
A shadow passed over his face. 
"| almost forgot that we're leavin’ tomorrow." 


| was unhappy with the thought as well. 


"That's why we hafta get out and enjoy the day. We head home tomorrow and then." 
"And then you head back to school." 


Jamie's tone and the look on his face were so miserable, | wasn't sure whether to hug him or cry. | ignored 
both of those impulses and instead forced a smile to my face. Impulsively | brushed some stray hairs out of 
his face. 


"And then I'll be back in less than two months and we'll have the entire summer to catch up." 


He made a face but reluctantly got out of the bed and headed into the shower. | was tempted to lay back 
down in the warm space he left behind in the bed, but | forced myself to get up and go help make breakfast. 


After breakfast and a clean-up of the previous night's party, the entire group headed out to see La Bufadora, 
a blowhole that was a well-known tourist attraction. | took a ton of pictures of all of us hamming it up and 
then we perused some local shops for souvenirs of our trip. Afterwards, we were itching to get into the 
ocean, so we grabbed the surf boards and headed down to the beach the guys had been to the previous day. 
The beach was pretty busy with surfers and beach goers, but we found a spot farther down that was less 
crowded and spread out for an afternoon of sunbathing and swimming. James and | shared a blanket and spent 
the time talking and playing in the ocean. We were both very aware of our time coming to end in a couple days 


and we wanted spend as much of it together as possible. 


Eventually the lengthening shadows indicated the late hour and we piled all our stuff and ourselves into the van 
and headed back to the house. Since it was our last night, we decided to drive into town for dinner and then 
find something to do. There was a flurry of activity as everyone jostled for shower time and primping for the 
night out. | decided to not go quite as all out sex goddess as | had a couple rights earlier, but | picked out a 
pretty sundress in turquoise that made my eyes stand out and showed off the deep tan I'd developed on the 
trip. | pulled half my hair up and Mel added a small amount of eye make-up and a light pink on my lips and | 
was good to go. | got the wolf whistles from the guys, but this time | laughed back at them instead of getting 


embarrassed. Jamie gave me a warm smile. 
"You look nice." 


| was floored. | couldn't remember him ever commenting on what | wore or how | looked. | tried to downplay 


the significance, certain he was just being polite. 
"Thanks." | murmured shyly. 


"Come on mother fuckin’ party people, we've got beers to drink and women to sleep with!" Lars shouted from 


the front door. 


James and | looked at each other and rolled our eyes at the same time, causing us both to laugh as we headed 


out to the van. 


A short drive later and we were parking near La Primera, the main street where most of the clubs and 
restaurants were located. Like before, the streets were swarming with other college age kids, some looking to 
party, some who looked in need of a bed to pass out in Winding our way through the chaos, we made our way 
to a small cantina that was recommended by Mike's aunt and uncle. After rearranging some tables, they were 
able to accommodate our large group and we sat down to a delicious meal of authentic local cuisine. | paced 
myself with the drinks this time and | caught Jamie looking at me with a knowing smile on his face. | stuck my 
Tongue out at him and he grinned wide at my sass. 


After the meal, we wandered around looking for someplace to continue our partying and eventually stopped in 
front of a large club similar in size and feel as the one from a few nights earlier. Lars, Mike, Ron and Hugh 
took one look at all the cute girls inside and decided this was the spot. Heading in, almost immediately we ran 
into our bonfire buddies. Lars and Mike were stoked to reacquaint themselves with the girls they'd been 
chatting up the previous night, while we made small talk with the rest of the group. 


"Don't look now," Mel muttered, "but that guy who was hitting on you hard last night, he's here and looks like 


he's heading over." 
"Shit" | was not interested in dealing. 


Mildly panicked, | looked around trying to think of how to avoid him, but he was only a handful of steps away. 
Suddenly Jamie was standing close and as | looked up in surprise, he leaned down and put his lips on my neck, 
brushing softly against the sensitive spot just below my ear. Automatically, my arms slid up around his neck 
to keep from falling over, so intense was the combination of shock at his actions and pure lust at the feel of 
his lips on me. Vaguely | was aware that his hands were pulling me up tight against him, the softness of my 
breasts pressed with aching tenderness against the firmness of his chest. My head was spinning and | was in 
serious threat of an actual honest to goodness swoon as his lips kept nipping and kissing at my neck. | think | 
moaned out loud but | couldn't be certain, so loud was the pounding of my heart. All | was really conscious of 
was the feel of his hands, hot on my bare back, and the softness of his lips as he trailed kisses along my jaw. 
Closer they came towards my mouth and | trembled with the need for him to lay his lips on mine. Instead, he 


reversed direction, kissing back the way he came until he was at my ear. 
"| think that convinced him." 


It took a moment for me to wrap my brain around what he was saying. It had all been a ruse, James had been 
pretending. Of course he had been. 


‘Sorry.didn't mean to freak you out" He continued to speak into my ear, his voice low and rough. "I just kinda 


went with my gut. Figured us pretendin’ at prom worked so good, we could do it again" 


"Yeah...yeah. Quick thinkin." | murmured back, my throat thick with passion and tears. 


We stayed still in each other's arms for a moment more. 
"| think he's gone. I'm gonna grab a beer, want one?" 


All| could do was nod and suddenly he was gone and | felt the separation so keenly, | was left reeling. A 
moment later, a hand slipped into mine and | knew it was Mel. She squeezed it tight while | struggled to keep 
myself together. 


"That.that was unexpected" Mel looked at me uncertainly. 

"It was fake. He didn't mean any of it" My voice sounded hollow to my own ears. 

"Why would he." 

"To scare that guy away. Jamie thought he was bein’ helpful” 

"Oh. | guess it did the trick" 

"Yeah, worked like a charm" | shrugged weakly. "OF course now lm a mess. It.it just felt so real" 


"From where | was standing, it sure looked real” Mel turned to look at me, her eyes alight with hope. "Maybe it 


was. Maybe that guy was just an excuse so he could get close." 


| opened my mouth to refute her theory but Jim showed up. Plastering a smile on my face instead, it stayed 
there as the three of us chatted and when James came back over with the beers. Letting the conversation 
flow around me, | mulled over Mel's words. | had been feeling that something was different between Jamie and 
me, some kind of intensity that hadn't been there before. Maybe he had wanted to kiss me. Hope flared in my 
chest and immediately | stubbornly pushed it away. Taking a sip of the cold beer, | resolved to not dwell too 
much. | was getting good at that. 


We stood and talked for a while and then Mel insisted we go dance. Jim and James begged off, so just the two 
of us went out on the dance floor. We were having a good time but the guys were far more aggressive than 
the previous club and | was getting fed up with all the come-ons. One guy had been pestering me for a good 
five minutes and we were about to call it quits and go join the guys, when suddenly the two of them showed 
up. Annoying guy took one look at their pissed off expressions and beat a hasty retreat. 


"Good riddance." Mel smiled as she wrapped her arms around Jim, giving him a sweet kiss. 
Jamie and | stood looking at each other and the pull was so strong to follow Mel and Jim's example, | was 
afraid I'd act on the impulse. Just then, the DJ decided to change up the music and Waiting for a Girl Like You 


started playing over the sound system. | assumed James would roll his eyes in disgust and want to leave. 


"Wanna dance?" 


| wasn't sure | heard him right but | nodded anyway. 

He stepped close and slipped his arms around my waist to hold me loosely as | slid my hands around his neck. 
Slowly we swayed in time to the song and Jamie rested his cheek against the top of my head. | closed my 
eyes, committing the moment to memory. 

"Are ya glad you came?" His breath rustled my hair and tickled my ear. 

‘| can't imagine bein’ anywhere else." | sighed. "I've had the best time." 

"So bar fights and bed hog roommates haven't ruined the trip for you?" 

| could hear the teasing in his voice. 

"Oh l'm just fine with bar fights.” 

Intentionally | left out the reference to himself. 

‘Hey! 

| giggled at his reaction and he tightened his hold around my waist as if in warning. 

"Ok, I'm fine with the bed hogging roommate as well" | amended cheekily. "Snoring and all." 


Laughter rumbled through his chest and into mine. 


We danced close the rest of the song in comfortable silence. Well as comfortable as | could be held snug in 


Jamie's arms. 


The guys humored us for a few more songs and stayed on the dance floor. | made a point of turning up the 
sexiness in my moves as | swayed my hips back and forth, brushing up against James occasionally as if 
unintentional. If he was suspicious or uncomfortable, he didn't show it as he settled his hands on my waist 
while we danced. When | finally turned to face him, | was caught off guard to find him looking down at me with 
that same intense expression I'd seen fleetingly over the last few days. | didn't even notice that we'd stopped 
dancing as we just stood looking at each other. His brow furrowed and he opened his mouth to speak, but some 
jackass beat him to it. 


"Hey gorgeous, wanna dance?" 


Jamie and | both turned to look at the meathead in a frat t-shirt who'd interrupted us. He seemed pretty 
buzzed and his eyes darted back and forth between my face and chest as if | wouldn't notice and as if James 
wasn't standing right there. 


‘lm already dancin." | pointed out the obvious. 

"Yeah, but yer dancin’ with the wrong guy." 

He gave James an arrogant sneer, who bristled immediately. | jumped in before there was a fight. 

I'm with the only guy in this place who | wanna be with." 

Before | lost my nerve, | stretched up and placed a soft kiss on the lips of a very surprised Jamie, lingering 
for breathless moments. Before he could react, | pulled away and turned to the frat guy, giving him a smug 
smile. 


"Not interested, move along." 


He grumbled something that sounded like "bitch" under his breath before walking away. | could feel James 
tense up to go after him but | grabbed his arm. He looked down at me, his face strained. 


"Don't Jamie, just let him go." 

After a few moments, | finally felt him relax. 

"| need a beer." He muttered. "Let's go." 

Mel, Jim and | followed James over to the nearest bar and ordered a round of drinks. We sipped quietly for a 
moment as we watched the crowd on the dance floor. | was still trying to slow down my heartbeat from the 


brief but deeply affecting kiss. 


"We need to find you a real boyfriend Lei," Jim shouted Teasingly over the music, "so James doesn't get his 
ass beat pretending to be yours." 


Mel and | gave each other a look but neither guy noticed. 


| don't think we'll have to worry about findin' her one." Mel assured him. "Just look around, there are plenty of 
guys who'd only be too happy to sweep her off her feet. If any guy out there were thinkin’ about asking her 
out, he better hurry up before some other guy beats him to it” 


Jim was looking at Mel funny and | had to keep from reacting to her not too veiled message to Jamie. He 
seemed oblivious to all of it though as he drank his beer. Another favorite song of Mel's came on and she 


pulled Jim back out to the dance floor, leaving James and | alone. 


"Why does everyone seemed determined to see you hook up with someone?" Jamie asked me frowning, his 


voice gruff. "Seems like it keeps comin’ up in conversation ls there something goin’ on | don't know about?" 


Well that was a loaded question. 
"Whaddya mean?" | feigned ignorance. 


"Shit, | dunno. Seems like you were pretty certain about waitin for the right guy and not settling. Has that 


changed?" 
He almost seemed disappointed in me, which bothered me more than it should. 


‘lm not encouraging the conversations, that's on everyone else. l'm sure they're just sayin’ it cuz they want 


to see me loved and safe and happy. Guess they figure a boyfriend would do that for me." 
James' jaw tightened as he looked out unseeingly over the crowd. 
"Yeah..you..you deserve all of that." 


Something in his tone made tears burn at the back of my eyes; like he genuinely wanted me to find love, but 
just not with him. 


A few hours later we were back at the house, washed up and in bed. Sleep alluded me though. It was warm in 
the room and my brain was spinning with memories of the all too brief kiss and Jamie's words after. Sighing, | 
carefully slipped out of the bed and made my way over to the French doors that led out to the courtyard and 
opened them quietly, letting in the cooler outside air. Leaning back against the door frame, | looked out at the 
distant mountains visible in the faint glow of the moon. | was sorry to be leaving the next day, but if | was 


honest with myself, | needed a break from the emotional roller coaster. 

"Hey, you ok?" 

James padded over quietly, his voice scratchy from sleep as he rubbed his eyes tiredly. 
"Yeah just gettin’ a little fresh air. 


| watched as he came over and leaned against the opposite side of the door frame, his face hidden in shadow. 


We were quiet for a while but | could sense him looking at me. Finally he broke the silence. 


"What's goin’ on with you lately? You seem.| dunno..melancholy or something; | guess that's the word I'd use. Is 
everything goin’ ok at school?" 


| scrambled for some reasonable explanation. 


"So..so much has changed from just a year ago." | sighed. "Graduation, movin’ to Berkeley, the band. It feels like 
time is speedin’ up but | just wish things would just slow down long enough for me to catch my breath." 


He turned his head to look out at the mountains and his voice was soft and wistful. 

"Yeah, it has been a crazy fuckin’ year. Feels like a lifetime ago we were makin’ plans for the future and now 
we're livin’ in it" He paused for a second and looked back at me. “Even though all this stuff is goin’ on, some of 
it scary as hell and some exciting, are you..are you happy?" 

If | lied, would he believe me? 

"I dunno. I'm too busy to even think about it sometimes. School is fine, it's.it's school. Classes are mostly 
interesting. The social stuff gets old pretty fast. Keggers with kids passed out in the bushes..eh, not really my 
scene, no matter how much Kelly strong arms me into goin’ out." 

"She's not pressuring you into doin’ things yer not comfortable with is she?" 


| could hear the underlying concern in his words. 


"You know me better than that, | don't have a problem telling people to fuck off. But no, she'd never pressure 
me like that." 


"Good" 


| looked up into the sky, wishing | could open up my heart and be completely honest. | settled for partial 
honesty instead. 


"Still, sometimes | wish | could just act like a regular college kid, ya know, party it up, act a little wild, a little 
idiotic. | try.like the other night..but it always feels hollow, like I'm not doin’ it right, like there's something l'm 


missing. In the end, | just end up feelin’ more..alone." 


The last word got caught in my throat and | was humiliated to feel a tear run down my cheek. Before | could 
wipe it away, James stepped close and used a thumb to brush it gently off my face. He looked down at me for 


a moment before pulling me in for a hug, tucking my head under his chin as he held me against his chest. 
"That's cuz yer the kind of person who can't pretend to be something that yer not. That's not you." | felt his 
arms tighten around me imperceptibly. "But you deserve to be happy Leila, more than anyone | know, you 
deserve it." His sigh ruffled the top of my head. "I want that for you and | wish | could just snap my fingers 
and make it happen" 

If only he knew. 


"| wish you could too." 


He held me for a long time as we stood in the doorway, gazing out at the moon drenched landscape. 

"Jamie?" 

"Hannan?" 

"Do you think that we're the kinda people who aren't capable of bein truly happy?" 

| half expected him to make some sarcastic comeback but he was quiet for a moment instead. 

"I wonder about that all the time. | wanna be happy. | can see its what keeps people pushin’ through all the 
crap.knowin' that at some point they'll find that thing that makes them feel whole." He hesitated for a moment. 
"Seems though that half the battle is figuring what that thing is." 

He was quiet for a moment, so | prompted him to finish his statement. 

"Whats the other half?" 


He shrugged. 


"Figuring out how to get it" | felt him let out a long breath before adding quietly, "Or decidir’ if yer worthy of 
ie 


| assumed he was talking about his musical career and | hugged him tighter to soothe his fears. 
"Jamie, | know yer gonna be successful. You deserve it and yer too talented and driven not to be" 

"What, with music? Yeah.sure.” 

| pulled back to look up at him but | couldn't read his face in the shadows. 

"That's what you meant right, yer music? Or is there something else?" 

He turned his head and | could make out his profile in the dim light. He seemed sad when finally he spoke. 
"There's nothin’ else for me but my music, its all | know and all m good at! 

| tried to ignore the flash of pain that sliced through me even as | attempted to lighten the mood. 


"So when yer fronting the most successful band on the planet and sold millions of albums and sell out 
stadiums..will you be happy then?" 


| was looking up at him and he turned to look down at me but | still couldn't read his eyes. 
"Will you be there cheerin' me on?" His voice was deeper than usual. 

| smiled warmly. 

"Are you kiddin’ me, I'll be there cheerin’ louder than anyone." 

| saw a flash of teeth in the moonlight as he smiled back 

"If all of that actually happened..then yeah, | think I'd be happy. 

"It will" | whispered softly. 

A few more minutes passed in silence until Jamie broke the quiet. 


"What about you Lei?" He spoke against the top of my head. "What is it that yer lookin’ for? What's gonna 
make you happy?" 


| let out a deep sigh before answering. 

‘tm still figuring that out” 

He nodded his head. 

"Fair enough." 

| quirked a smile in the dark 

"The one thing | do know though, music is essential. I'd never be happy workin’ an 8 to 5 desk job." 
‘Oh hell nol" Jamie agreed, mock shivering in revulsion as he finally let me go. 


| felt chilled by the loss of his body heat and wrapped arms myself as | leaned back against the door frame 
again, looking up at the moon as it began to drop behind the roofline of the house. 


"You and me both were meant to live and breathe music." | could hear the wistfulness in my own words. "It's 


in our blood. We need it more than food" 
"Or beer." 


| laughed softly at that. Jamie chuckled too before continuing, his voice turning serious. 


| don't have much in this world but that's ok, cuz all | need is my music and the person who knows me best" 
"| feel the same way." | hoped he couldn't see the pain in my eyes. "I don't ever wanna go without either.” 


He was looking at me and even though it was darker now that the shadows had grown deeper standing in the 


door, | could feel the force of his gaze all the same. 
Friends till the end Leila. Isn't that what we used to say in junior high?" 
"Yeah." | could barely get the words past the lump in my throat. "Friends till the end, no matter what." 


"We'll always be in each other's corner. So if life gets hard, I'll be here to help you kick it in the ass. And | 
know that if things go south, you'll be there for me too." 


| felt my breath catch at his words. Friends till the end? How could | leave him someday knowing how much he 


depended on me? | was true and royally fucked Whatever choice | made, one of us was going to be devastated. 


Chapter 1 


Back to June 1982 


| hadn't seen James since that trip to Mexico almost two months ago. I'd gone back to school and between 
finals, band gigs and arranging housing for the next year, I'd only just made it back to Southern California the 
previous day and this was the first I'd seen him. Watching him now, | could feel my stomach clench and breath 
catch. You'd think that would have faded, but my body still involuntarily reacted. Every damn time. 


"Isis that him?" 


Kelly's question finally brought me back to the present and | nodded, even though her eyes were still glued to 
the chaos in front of us. 


"Yeah, thats Jamie on lead vocals." 
"This is totally not what | was expecting." 


| grinned wide at that. 


"That's part of Metallica's charm. They take what you think you know about metal and then, as they like to 


say, take their version and shove it up yer ass." 
"Very charming.’ 


We looked at each other and started laughing. | was gratified to see that Kelly was rolling with it despite her 


initial uneasiness. 


Finding a bar at the rear of the room, we hopped up on a couple stools and ordered beers. Leaning back against 
the bar, we watched the band pound out a high energy set, whipping the crowd into an even higher state of 
adrenalized fervor. I'd occasionally glance over at Kelly, whose eyes were permanently wide and unblinking. 
Mostly though | was focused on Jamie. Over the last year, I'd only seen him every few months and it seemed 
like every time he had gotten taller, his hair longer and he'd pack on just a little more muscle. Little by little 
he was becoming the front man he half wanted and half feared. It scared me too knowing the attention it 
would bring him from girls who were attracted to musicians. James was still incredibly shy, but between the 
drinking and getting more comfortable performing in front of crowds, that shyness was no longer going to be 


the barrier that kept him from saying yes to what was being offered. 
"Hey, are you OK?" 


| could hear the worry in Kelly's voice and | felt a little better knowing | had someone in my corner. 


"Yeah. Just facing reality. Again" 


She knew better than to try and cheer me up since there wasn't really anything she or anyone else could say. 
| was the only one who was going to be able to pull myself out of this hole but | wasn’t ready yet. | still had 
hope, as faint as it was. Mexico had left me confused. There had been those moments where | had seen 
something in Jamie's eyes that I'd never seen before. Was it lust, was it love or was it nothing more than just 
wishful thinking on my part? It had certainly felt like something; the energy between us had felt stronger, 
deeper and each time l'd been left breathless. He had seemed affected too. | guess | would find out soon enough 


if this "something" was real or imagined. 


The distinctive rat-tat-tat-tat beat of Am | Evil started in and | saw James stare out into the crowd as if he 
was looking for someone. Forcing my melancholy away, | grabbed my beer and nudged Kelly to follow me and we 
made our way cautiously towards the side of the stage, narrowly avoiding the thrashing bodies, fists pumping 
and even worse, the sweaty and eager come-ons from the guys in the audience. By the time they had finished 
the intro, we made it close enough for Jamie to see me from the stage. Our eyes met and his mouth 


stretched into a wide grin matched by mine. 

"Crap, that guy could melt steel with that smile." Kelly shouted over the music. 

| sighed in agreement. 

"Yeah, tell me about it." 

We came a little closer and then stationed ourselves against the wall, out of the way of all the chaos but with 
a clear view of the stage. | mouthed the words to the song and James would look to me and grin as | sang 
along. 

"Are you sure he doesn't have feelings for you?" Kelly asked, looking at me sideways. 

Her question caught me by surprise. 

"I wish. Why?" 

"IFs just.the look on his face when he saw you. wish someone would look at me like that, just once." 

For a moment | felt her words give me hope, but then | reminded myself that she didn't know Jamie, she didn't 
really understand how much we meant to each other. She couldn't know that his reaction stemmed from 
having his family back. 


"He..he just missed me, that's all" 


Kelly looked like she wanted to say more about the subject but kept quiet. Instead, she turned her attention 
back to the stage and began a running commentary on the band's fashion missteps that quickly had me 


laughing. 

"OK, what's with Skippy's striped sweater over there?" 
"Skippy?" 

"Yeah, the redhead on the other side. He looks like a Skippy." 
| almost choked on my laughter. 


"That's Dave, he plays lead guitar. We should be thankful he's wearin’ a shirt at all. Usually he goes with just a 
vest or shirtless. He thinks the ladies appreciate the view." 


"Ugh, gag me." She made a face before her eyes zeroed in on James next. "I like the bullet belt, that's hot! 
"| bought it for him last Christmas: 

"Figures." Kelly rolled her eyes. "The necklace?" 

"His birthday last summer. And the matching bracelet’ 


Shaking her head, she stretched on her toes to try and see Lars in the back but then settled back against the 


wall again. 
"I can't see the drummer from here but this one by us, he's pretty cute." 
| threw her a sly smile which she pretended to ignore. 


"Cute huh?" | teased. "That would be Ron. He plays bass and Jamie and | have known him since we were kids, 


we went to junior high together." 

"Ron huh?" She stared at him a moment more before catching herself and changing the subject. "Well, | think 
its pretty obvious these boys really need my help with their look. Maybe | should offer my consulting 
services." 

"Consulting services? Is that what yer callin it?" | shouldered her playfully, changing my voice into a high 
falsetto. "Oh hi Ron, maybe we could go someplace private for some consulting. What's that Ron, you need 
some consulting services in yer pants?" 


| was cackling raucously while Kelly turned beat red, though she couldn't keep from giggling. 


"Not even!" 


She swatted me on the arm but | noticed her eyeing the bass player over the rest of their set. | noticed too 
that Ron was eyeing her back. 


| couldn't keep the stupid grin off my face as | turned my attention back to the stage and my gaze collided 
with Jamie's. His grin widened and we smiled at each other throughout the rest of the song. 


They finished up the set and after waving their thanks to the crowd, the boys made their way to the wings 
off to the right of the stage, except for James. Instead, he jumped down into the mob still standing around at 
the front of the stage and made his way directly to me, only half responding to the high-fives and 
compliments being lobbed his way. Breaking free of the crowd, he swooped down and pulled me in for a tight 
hug. We stayed like that for a minute, oblivious to the other people around us. 

"Oh shit” He finally let go of me. “Sorry, just realized I'm totally sweaty and disgusting.” 


| thought it prudent that | keep it to myself the fact that | liked him sweaty. | caught Kelly's eye and she 
grinned at me knowingly. | felt myself blush. 


"I don't mind. I'm just happy to see you." 
"Me too. | mi..." 


He stopped short when he finally noticed Kelly standing there. | could see his guard go up immediately so | was 


quick to make introductions. 

"Jamie, this is Kelly. My freshman year savior and future roommate." 
"Hey." Was James’ lengthy and expressive greeting. 

Kelly was not deterred, after all, she'd broken through my resistance. 


"Nice to meet you James." She gave him a friendly smile before arching an eyebrow ominously. "I've heard 


enough about you to be dangerous." 
He looked from Kelly to me with a worried expression. She and | burst into laughter. 


"She's just bustin’ yer chops." | assured him. "Of course | didn't tell her anything that incriminating. Those l'm 
savin’ for the tell-all book when yer famous." 


He narrowed his eyes at me and shook his head at my smart mouth. 
"You sure as hell are a sassy little thing aren't ya Short Stack?" 


He was smiling down at me so | knew he wasn't mad. 


"You know you wouldn't have me any other way" 

| smiled back up at him and for a moment, | forgot Kelly was there. Her voice brought me back to Earth. 
"OK, so what's with the nicknames? Short Stack, Jamie?" 

Tearing my gaze from James, | looked over at my friend 


"Well, we met in piano lessons when we were kids," | started to explain, "and the teacher was this older woman 


who couldn't really hear all that well." 


"Which was pretty funny since she was teachin’ piano." Jamie smirked, seeming to get over his initial shyness 


with Kelly. 
"It did make it easier for us to get away with stuff though." | giggled and James nodded and smiled in 
agreement. "Anyway." | continued. "She misheard him when he said his name was James and she called him 


Jamie..and so | thought he was Jamie." 


"And | was too shy to tell her it was James." He looked down at me affectionately. "By the time | got up the 


nerve to tell her months later, Jamie had already stuck." 
"And Short Stack?" Kelly prompted. 
"Well for the first three years after we became friends, Leila was taller than me." 


"Which he hated" | interjected. 


"Yeah, well it didn't help that you never let me forget it. She'd call me midget or any one of the dwarves from 


Snow White, dependin’ on her mood..or mine." 

"Usually it was Dopey or Grumpy." | smiled sweetly. 

He tried to look mad but ended up snickering instead. Kelly just watched us wide-eyed. 

"Yeah, anyway..so when | hit twelve, | started to grow..and grow. My mom was buyin’ new clothes every couple 
months. | shot past Leila and when | did." He paused to look down at me, a grin playing around his mouth, "when 
| did, | started callin’ her Short Stack, as a reminder of who was the midget now." 


He crossed his arms smugly and | elbowed him playfully. Just then, Lars shouted for James to come help. 


| better go before Lars fuckin’ loses it" He muttered reluctantly as he looked down at me. "Are you stickin’ 


around?" 


‘Of course. Maybe we could go get a bite to eat?" | smiled slyly as | nodded towards Kelly. "Maybe you could 


see if Ron wants to join us." 
Jamie looked confused for a moment before understanding dawned. He smirked at me before jogging back 


towards the backstage to help load the gear. Smiling happily, | turned back towards Kelly. She was looking at me 


with a strange expression on her face. 
"What?" 


She looked like she wanted to same something but then maybe thought better of it as she smiled instead 


before answering. 

"Nothin’. Just glad | got to meet the famous James Hetfield. He's cute. And he seems nice. | approve." 
"Yeah." | let my gaze follow Jamie as he grabbed some gear from the stage. "He's pretty great.” 

"So hot" Kelly sighed. 


Frowning, | looked over at her quickly and saw that she was dreamily staring after Ron as he helped clear the 
stage. | hid a smile at her obvious interest in the bass player. 


"Oh yeah?" 
"Yeah. He really fills out that t-shirt nicely." She let out one more sigh before turning her gaze back to me. 
"Speaking of, | know you said to dress casual at these shows, but yer totally not helpin' yer cause by 


continuing to dress like one of the guys." 


"Whaddya mean?" Sometimes | still had a hard time keeping up with Kelly's ability to change the subject at 
lightning speed. 


"Well, you want him to see you as a desirable woman, you have to actually start dressing like one.’ 


Crap, she had a point. I'd immediately gone back to my old habit of loose jeans and t-shirts, maybe | needed to 
rattle the cage a little. 


| hate when yer right" | grumbled. 
"No duh, I'd think you'd be used to it by now." She countered smugly. 
We were still laughing when James and Ron came back from loading the van. | made the introductions and had 


to keep from snickering as Kelly and Ron stood making googly eyes at each other. Jamie made a face before 


pulling me aside, allowing them a moment to get to know each other. 


"I have something for ya" He handed me an album he'd hidden behind his back. "Its the Metal Massacre album 


with our song on it" 


| grabbed it out of his hands and was practically jumping up and down with excitement. He was grinning wide at 


my enthusiasm. 


‘Oh my god Jamie, this is amazing!" | flipped it over to read the wording on the back. "Holy crap, there it is. Hit 
the Lights, James Hetfield, vocals. Wait, they spelled the band name with two t's." 


"Yeah, | know. Whatever, it's still an album." His smile dimmed a little. 
"Hell yeah it is! And this will be a collector's item when yer huge. I'm holdin’ my retirement right here." 
He laughed loudly, the clouds scattering from his face. 


"Jesus | missed havin’ you around." He gazed down at me, a smile hovering around his mouth. "You always know 


how to make me laugh. I'm way too serious when yer not here." 

"I love makin’ you laugh." | said without thinking. 

Shit. 

James didn't seem to notice my choice of words as he continued smiling at me. 

"Hey, so you gotta come to next week's show, we're gonna do that new song | told you about, Seek and 
Destroy, and you gotta be there for that. And..we're recordin’ a demo of our songs a few days after that 
down in Tustin. Maybe you could come with." He looked down for a minute, before looking up at me self- 


consciously. "| want you to be there, keep me together, you know?" 


"Of course I'll be there. For the show and the recording session" My eyes were filled with pride as | gazed up 
at him. "Wow, things are really happenin’ for you guys. It's amazing.” 


"| know, it's crazy huh? One minute we're barely a band and now we're on an album and about to record a 


demo. And more places are bookin' us, legit clubs too like The Whisky. My mind is totally blown 
‘I'm so proud of you Jamie." 


| threw my arms around his neck and hugged him tight. Immediately his arms slipped around my waist and 
pulled me close. We stayed like that for a few moments before | reluctantly pulled out of his embrace. 


"So, ya hungry?" He asked, as he casually tucked a strand of my hair behind my ear. 


This boy had great timing with the unintentionally loaded questions. | wondered what he would do if | told him | 


was hungry for his touch, starving for his lips, ravenous for his body against mine. Too much? Yeah probably. 
"| could eat." | said instead, though | almost giggled out loud at my dirty thoughts. 

We grabbed Kelly and Ron, who seemed to be hitting it off, climbed into Kelly's car and headed back up to 
Downey to our favorite all-night diners. Peggy, the night hostess, greeted us by name as she led us over to 
our favorite booth. As was our custom, James waited while | scooted to the inside before sliding in next to me. 
Peggy handed out merus, which was really for Kelly's benefit only, as Jamie, Ron and | had been coming here 
forever and always got the same thing. Cheeseburger for James, bacon burger for Ron and chili cheese fries 
for me. We all got shakes. Every time. 

After putting in our orders, we quickly fell into animated conversation discussing the boys' show. James, of 
course, was focused on all the things that had gone wrong; he was always the perfectionist when it came to 
his music. Ron and | argued our points when he was being too hard on himself and the band, but we 


understood how important this was to James. Plus, usually he was right. 


"I don't like to hear you beat yourself up Jamie." | took the bite of burger he was offering and chewed it up 
before continuing. "But then again, yer drive to be the best is what's gonna help make Metallica a success." 


'So yer telli me tm anal" He raised a sarcastic eyebrow, "but lI be anal and famous?" 

"Better than bein famous for your anal" | shot back sarcastically. 

The whole table groaned and laughed at my terrible joke and someone threw their napkin at my head 
"Thank god yer gonna be a singer and not a stand-up comedian" Kelly commented drily. 

"Amen" James high-fived her across the table while | pretended to be crushed 


| can't believe you all think so little of me." | stuck my lower lip out into an over exaggerated pout. "I think | 


need to go find some new friends. Y'all can just fuck off" 
"Nope Shorty, this is the best you got" He chuckled as he stole one of my French fries. "Yer stuck with us." 


| looked around the table and though | wanted to keep up the pretense of being mad at them, | just couldn't 
keep the grin off my face. 


"Well | guess there are worse things than bein’ stuck with you three. Chicken pox comes to mind." 
"Wait, yer comparin' us to havin’ chicken pox?" Ron sputtered as we all started cracking up again 


We spent the next couple hours laughing and making conversation. It was bliss being back with Jamie again and | 


was happy to see how well Kelly and Ron were getting along. At some point, James had put his arm along the 
back of the booth behind me and | found myself gravitating towards the warmth of his body even as he kept 


leaning towards me, though l'm sure he wasn't even conscious of it. 

Eventually we realized how late it was getting and headed out. We drove to James and Ron's place to drop 
them off and | walked Jamie inside to give Kelly and Ron a chance to say goodnight in private. | couldn't help 
but feel a little blue knowing they were being close with each other in a way | would never be with Jamie. Even 
now as he kept up a steady stream of conversation as he let us into the house and turned on the lights, all | 
could think about was pulling him to me and kissing him senseless. | imagined how he'd be surprised at first and 
then he would wrap his arms around me and deepen the kiss, making me tremble with desire.. 


"Hey, you still with me?" 


James was waving a hand in front of my face and | realized with a start that | had completely spaced out. My 
cheeks flushed pink with embarrassment at being caught fantasizing. 


"Yeah, sorry, just a little tired." 
"Well come on and sit down. If | know Ron, they'll be awhile. He's a slow mover." 


He came over behind me and put his hands on my waist and propelled me over to the couch. | sat down but 


James remained standing, looking at me for a moment as if he was trying to make a decision 

‘| was gonna wait until after you had a day or two to get settled, but | wanna give this to ya now.’ 

‘Something for me? Really?" 

"We didn't get to spend yer birthday together." He ducked into his room and came back out with a small box 
wrapped in paper with a bow. "I still wanna take you out, whatever ya wanna do, my treat. But | got you a 
present." 

He came over and sat next to me and shyly handed me the gift. | was incredibly touched by his thoughtfulness 
but | knew better than to make a fuss, it would only embarrass him more. Smiling softly, | carefully removed 
the wrapping to find a small jewelry box inside. Tamping down on the irrational fluttering in my stomach, | 
opened the box to find a necklace laying against a bit of white satin A delicate chain held a single gold charm in 
the shape of a musical note. It was perfect, and for a moment, | forgot how to breathe. 

"Do..do you like it?" | could hear the worry in his voice. 


‘It's beautiful Jamie. It's.it's perfect" 


"| saw it and | thought of you. | mean, it seemed like something you'd wear." 


| looked at him sideways and could see the relief on his face. 


"You know me so well. l.l love it" Tracing my finger over the surface of the charm, | blinked rapidly at the 


tears threatening at the back of my eyes. "Maybe.maybe you could help me put it on?" 

Without waiting for a response, | removed the necklace from the box and held it out to him. Carefully he took 
it from my fingers and spent a moment trying to figure out the clasp. Twisting away, | lifted the hair from 
the nape of my neck as | felt him scoot closer, his arms brushing against me as he maneuvered the locket 
around my neck. | held my breath as | felt the heat from his body as he leaned in close, his fingers whispering 
against my skin as he worked at securing the necklace into place. Finally | felt the light weight of the chain 
settle against my neck. 


"That should do it." His words rustled the hairs near my ear. 


| closed my eyes for a moment before forcing a casual smile and turning to show off his gift. 

"How does it look?" 

He nodded, pleased. 

"It suits you. | like it." 

Looking down, | was suddenly wishing | was at least wearing a V-neck, the daintiness of the necklace was lost 
against the print of my Metallica band t-shirt. Without thinking, | pulled on the shirts collar to create a deep 
V neckline effect. | was right, the gold of the necklace looked good against the beginnings of my summer tan as 
it nestled between my breasts. | looked up to see what Jamie thought but he was staring fixedly down at his 
lap, a faint blush on his cheeks. Before | could ask him what was wrong, the door opened and Ron came in, a 
faint blush on his cheeks too. 

"Sorry | took so long." Ron mumbled. 

James and | exchanged a knowing smile. 

| should get goin before Kelly starts honking." | sighed, not really wanting to leave at all, 

"Its 2 in the morning, she wouldn.." Jamie started before | interrupted him. 

"Trust me, she would." 

We both stood up and made our way to the front door, passing Ron who had a dazed smile on his face as he 
said goodnight and wandered down the hall towards the bathroom. James opened the front door and we both 


stepped out on the porch, light from inside the house spilling over us as we stood quietly for a moment. 
Unconsciously, | reached up and rubbed the musical note between my fingers. He caught the movement and 


gave a small smile. 

"| thought about our conversation from Christmas, about how hard it's been bein’ apart when we need each 
other the most. I'd find myself touchin’ the chain you gave me, just like yer doin’ now." Reaching into the neck 
of his shirt, he pulled out the chain necklace I'd given him almost a year ago. "It made me feel closer to you 
and | wasn't as anxious, | felt calmer, like you were here talkin’ me through the hard shit. |. was hopin’ you'd 
wear that and it'd do the same for you. You'd feel like | was with you even when I'm not.” 


| hoped the darkness was masking the emotion in my eyes. 


"| like that..it makes this gift even more special to know there's meaning behind it” | spoke softly. "Thank 


you...yer an amazing friend Jamie." 
He ducked his head shyly but | could tell that he was pleased. 


"Alright, you better go before Kelly decides to wake up my neighbors. Call me when you get up and we'll make 
plans. Sound good?" 


"Yeah, for sure. Good night then" 

| turned and had already headed down the walkway when James' voice cut through the quiet. 

I'm really glad yer home Leila. We're gonna have a fuckin’ awesome summer right?" 

"Hell yeah," | threw over my shoulder, "the best." 

| climbed into the car and noticed that he stayed out on the porch as we drove away. Leaning back in my seat, 
| was quiet for a moment as | stared unseeingly out the window. Automatically | began rubbing a finger and 
thumb against my new necklace. 

‘Sometimes..sometimes it feels so much like love Kelly.for a moment | feel it.l feel what it would be like if 
Jamie were in love with me. | see a glimpse of happiness..| know it sounds cheesy..but it's like heaven on earth. 
And then the moment's gone and | feel like my heart is broken, even though | know it wasn't real, | know it 
wasn't ever love. How can my heart break for something that never existed?" 

She reached over and squeezed my hand. 

"| dunno. But maybe..maybe there's still a real chance for you two." 


| tried to smile at her optimism. 


| hope that's true. | mean, all of those moments between us on our trip to Mexico, | know | didn't imagine it. 


But | kept waitin’ to see it again tonight..but it was just friends as usual. Which it wonderful, don't get me 


wrong. Our friendship is everything.it's just...” 
"You wanna jump him every moment yer together." 


"So badly." | groaned. "Sometimes | have to sit on my hands, the need to just reach out and Touch him is so 
fuckin’ strong." 


She raised an eyebrow. 
"Maybe you should, just to see what would happen 


"Don't tempt me Kel, | feel like I'm just a hairsbreadth away from givin’ in to my urges." | looked out the 


window for a moment watching the world pass. "Anyway, I'd rather hear about yer night.speakin’ of urges” 
| turned back to her and smiled as | noticed her cheeks turning pink 

Not much happened" She tried to deflect 

"Yeah, | call bullshit. You seemed pretty cozy when we left you both in the car.” 

"Well, we talked a little and then.well he kissed me goodnight" 


"Wow, nice job Ronnie. He did seem a little dazed when he came back in" | slanted a knowing smile at her. 


"Apparently you knocked his socks off with that kiss." 
Somehow Kelly managed to look smug and blush at the same time. 


‘I'm not a slut but I've kissed enough boys to know what I'm doin." She looked at me sideways, her confidence 


faltering for a moment." Do..do you really think he likes me?" 
| nodded emphatically. 


‘| really do. I've known him for a long time and he's not a womanizer. | think he's smart enough to see how 


amazing you are..and he'd be a complete idiot to let you get away." 

"Aww, thanks sweetie.” Kelly was grinning at me happily. "That means a lot comin’ from you, cuz | know yer 
gonna be honest and not just tell me what | wanna hear." She was quiet for a moment. "You know, if Ron and | 
start to date, itd be super easy to have you and James come with, like an unofficial double date. Maybe he'd 
start to see you differently with another couple around being all couple-y." 


"| doubt Jamie will even make the connection, but | guess l'm willi to try anything at this point.” 


"Really?" She raised a challenging eyebrow. "How about | turn this car around and go back and you can strip 


naked and climb into bed with him and see what happens?" 
| sat with that image for a moment before letting out a sigh of defeat. 
"Umm, so when do you guys wanna get together?" 


If Kelly hadn't been driving, | would have thwacked her as she gave a hugely self-satisfied grin as we continued 


on through the quiet streets of Downey. 


Chapter 8 


The next week was a rush of activity as | got settled back at home with my family, reconnected with friends, 
spent time with Jamie, and somewhere in there, managed to find a part-time summer job picking up shifts as 
a lifequard at my parent's club; which was perfect as it left my nights free. I'd also found out about a few 


open mic nights and was working up the courage to go to some and try out my original material. 

A week after Kelly and | had gone to see Ron and James play at the Concert Factory in Costa Mesa, we were 
back to see their follow-up show. The band debuted their new song Seek and Destroy and the crowd went wild 
for it, quickly picking up on the chorus and shouting the lyrics back at the band. James and the rest of the 
guys were grinning like crazy as the song became a call and response that they hadn't anticipated but totally 
worked. 

The next day was the Fourth of July and fortunately | was not scheduled to work, so | was able to join a big 
group that was heading out to the beach for the day and into the night for a bonfire and fireworks. I'd invited 
Kelly and we made arrangements to pick up Jamie and Ron on the way. Daringly, | decided to wear a skimpy 
white bikini that showed off my new tan and figure. | was tugging on the tie around my neck as we pulled up 
to get the guys. 


"Leave it alone Leila You look amazing." Kelly scolded from the driver's seat as she laid on the horn. 


| had left off wearing a t-shirt while on the way to the beach, opting to just go with the bikini top and shorts. 


Now | was regretting my decision to not to cover up more. 
"Are you sure | don't look too slutty?" | looked down at my generous cleavage and felt a wave of anxiety. 


"You look gorgeous. Besides, we live in Southern California, | know girls who spend the entire day in bikinis; 


people aren't gonna judge you." 
‘Its not the ‘people’ I'm worried about." | mumbled, sinking further into my seat. 
She shot me a sideways look. 


"Hon, please. You've tried the subtle approach with that boy, it's time to bring out a sledgehammer. And you in 
that bikini is exactly that." 


"Grrreat." | slunk down even further. 
"Come on, stop yer bitchin’. Work what god gave you and that boy won't know what hit him." 


| had to laugh at that, her good humor was too infectious to ignore. Besides, it was a beautiful day and | was 
out with my best friends. wasn't going to waste it with a bad attitude. 


"Yer right. | need to get over myself." 


Just then, the front door opened and the boys came out hauling a cooler and various bags of stuff. Taking a 
deep breath, | got out and leaned back against the car, trying my best to look casual but sexy. At least | hoped 


that's what | was pulling off. | was watching for Jamie's reaction, but he was too far away to read his face. 
"Hey guys!" Kelly called out. 
"Ladies." Ron replied, smiling cheerfully. "Lookin good” 


| could hear Kelly giggle and watched as he came around to give her a hug and kiss. Jamie raised an eyebrow 


at their PDA as he wandered over to me. 
"Hey Shorty. Ready for the beach?" 
"Don't | look ready?" | asked suggestively as | motioned to my scantily clad body. 


He got a deer in the headlights look and instantly | took pity on him, knowing I'd set him up with a pretty loaded 


question. 
‘lm totally ready for a day at the beach." | smiled, noting how his face relaxed. "It'll be great to see everyone.” 


"Yeah, well you'll be glad to know that Dave won't be there. He's hangin’ with some of his friends and Lars is 


goin’ with him." 


‘lm not even gonna pretend that that didn't just make this day even better." | grinned cheekily. "Poor Lars 
though." 


James grinned back at me as we grabbed their stuff and put it in the trunk before hopping into the backseat 
while Ron kept Kelly company in the front. The music was turned up loud and we joined the thousands on the 
Southern California freeways making their way to the beach. 


With traffic, it took us well over an hour to get down to Huntington Beach, but we did get lucky and found a 
parking spot fairly quickly. Loading ourselves up with gear, we headed down to the beach to the designated 
meeting spot. Hugh, Mike and a couple other guys had gotten there earlier in the day and managed to secure a 
cement fire pit. There was a bunch of good natured ribbing and catcalls as we greeted them and | introduced 
the guys to Kelly, who was promptly adopted into the tribe. She and | set up the umbrellas and blankets that 
we'd brought and immediately lotioned up and laid down to sun ourselves as the guys stood around talking, 
drinking beers and throwing a football. 


Throughout the next couple hours more of our friends arrived, including, | was happy to see, Jim and Melissa. 


Mel and Kelly hit it off instantly and | left them happily chatting as | made my way down to the water to cool 


off. Hearing my name being called, | looked back to see Jamie jog up. 
"Can | join ya?" 

| raised a teasing eyebrow at his formality. 

"Like you even have to ask" 


He grinned wide and side by side we stuck a tentative toe in the water. It felt almost too cool, having warmed 
myself up in the sun. James saw my hesitation and grabbed my hand, tugging insistently as | followed him in, 
the feel of my hand in his a good distraction from the chill. When the water was at our waists we both dove 
in, breaking the surface a few yards further out. We stayed in for a while swimming and talking, the cool 


water now feeling good against my skin 


| was splashing playfully at James when suddenly he got a strange look on his face. Without warning, he 
reached out and grabbed me by the waist and yanked me against him hard while at the same time pulling us 
through the water. Peripherally | saw a flash of color as a guy on a boogie board rushed past, barely missing 
me by inches. Jamie came to a stop in chest deep water and | hadn't realized that I'd automatically looped my 
arms around his neck as he'd steered me out of the path of the boarder. We were wrapped up tight in each 
other's arms and quickly | became aware of the heat of his hands on my back and waist, the way my nipples 
were hardening and rubbing against his chest, the smoothness of his skin under my fingers. We stayed like 
that for a handful of breathless moments, until finally | looked up shyly to see if was as affected as me. But 


his head was turned and all | could see was his jaw clenched tight. 

"Fuckin asshole." | finally heard him mutter. 

No, he wasn't affected at all. 

"Thanks..thanks for savin’ me." | let out a shaky breath. 

He nodded grimly but still wouldn't look down at me, his focus on something in the distance; | assumed he was 
looking for the boogie boarder to go chew him out. Reluctantly | pulled out of his arms and finally he looked 
down at me, his expression unreadable. 

"Are you OK?" 

"Yeah," | nodded, "but I'm gonna head back." 

"Alright, l'm gonna stay out here for a few more minutes.’ 

| smiled to mask my frustration and then slowly made my way out of the water and up through the crowded 


sand to our friends. Kelly and Mel were speaking quietly, their heads close together. They broke apart almost 
guiltily as | approached. 


"What are you two talkin’ about?" | asked as | squeezed out the excess water from my hair 
"Just comparing notes" Mel answered quickly. 

"Oh yeah? About what?" 

Mel opened her mouth but Kelly cut her off 


"Boys." | noticed her give Mel a look but quickly she looked back to me, her smile suspiciously innocent. "How 


they drive us crazy but we're crazy about them anyway." 

"Totally crazy." Mel agreed, her eyes overly bright. 

| knew that they were lying but | was too distracted by my moment with James to pursue it. Laying down on 
my blanket, | felt him lay down next to me a few minutes later. We were quiet for a little while, the summer 

sun warming on the skin. The heat was a reminder that | needed to put on some lotion and | opened my mouth 
to ask one of the girls, when | realized this was a perfect opportunity to create an intimate moment with the 
clueless boy falling asleep next to me. 

"Jamie?" 

"Hmm?" 

"Could you put some suntan lotion on my back before | burn?" 

"Uh..what about Kelly or Mel?" Came his mumbled reply. 

| tried not to feel discouraged. 

"| don't wanna bother them and yer right here. Please?" 


"Yeah, OK" He muttered halfheartedly as he got up on his knees next to me. 


| heard him squirt the lotion onto his hands and | focused on keeping my breathing even as his hands made 
contact with my back. | couldn't stop from shivering though. 


"You alright?" 


"Yeah." | nodded, before stretching the truth. "The lotion was cold." 


He murmured an apology as he started spreading the liquid over my back, his movements becoming slower and 


more thorough with each stroke. His hands ran up and down my body, massaging into my arms, neck and 


shoulders and down low on my back, just stopping at the curve of my ass. Then he worked the lotion into my 
calves, taking his time as he slowly moved his way up the back of my thighs. Unconsciously, | spread my legs 
a little to give him access to the inside of my legs and | felt him hesitate a moment before his fingers moved 
slowly to graze along the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs. | was breathing heavy now and | was praying he 
wouldn't notice as his hand edged ever higher. | was almost squirming with desire when suddenly he snatched 


his hands away and laid back down on his stomach next to me. 
"Yer all good" His voice was muffled as laid his head on his folded arms. 
"Th..thanks." | was so turned on, | could barely get the words out. 


We laid there for another five minutes when | realized I'd never offered to lotion him up. | wasn't going to miss 


the opportunity if | could help it, so | cleared my throat to get his attention 
"Did.did you want me to put some on yer back too?" 

He turned his head to look at me, his hair falling over his face. 

"Yeah, sure. Thanks" 


Smiling to myself, | pushed up into a kneeling position. Looking around for the lotion, | noticed it on the other 
side of where James was laying. Rather than ask him to simply hand it to me, | stretched over him, angling 
myself so that my breasts rested against his back for a few moments while | retrieved the bottle. 


"Oh sorry." | murmured, though | wasn't in the least. 


He stayed quiet while | started with his arms and worked my way down to his shoulders and back, taking my 
time as | massaged the lotion into his tight muscles. His face was turned towards me, his cheek resting on his 


crossed arms, eyes closed. | leaned down towards him, making sure my lips brushed up against his ear. 
"How does that feel?" | breathed against him. 
"So fuckin’ good." He groaned softly. 


Heat pooled low in my belly at the all-out sexiness of his words and tone. Sitting back up, | moved down to 
massage the lotion into his legs, working just up and under the hem of his swim shorts. Suddenly | had the 
sensation of being watched and | looked up to find both Kelly and Mel watching me, shit eating grins plastered 
on their faces. Kel even had the audacity to give me a thumbs up. Shaking my head, | finished up and laid back 
down on my belly, my hearting pounding in my own ears as | closed my eyes and tried to push away the feel 
of his warm skin and firm muscles under my hands. If | wasn't careful, | was going to throw caution to the 


wind and show him exactly how good things could be. | sighed without realizing it. 


"What's wrong?" He mumbled next to me. 


"No, yeah, I'm good. Just super relaxed you know?" 

"Yup, | feel like | couldn't move a muscle..even if my hair was on fire.” 

"Is that a good thing?" | laughed softly. 

"Hell yeah. I'm at the beach with my friends..and you. Life is pretty fuckin’ awesome." 

| had to agree. life was pretty fucking awesome. 

He stayed by my side for the next few hours as we lazed in the sun, ate some sandwiches I'd brought and 
talked and laughed with our friends. The beach had really started to fill up and our group had grown pretty 
large as the afternoon wore on. Someone had brought a boom box and rock and metal were blasting while we 
rotated between sunbathing, playing Frisbee and taking swims to cool off. 

In the evening, the beach cleared out of older folks and families, leaving younger groups clustered around 
bonfires like ours. We roasted hot dogs and s'mores while beer and shots were flowing freely, amping up the 
festive vibe. The air had started to cool, so | put on some shorts and a t-shirt and was rooting around in my 
bag for the sweater | was almost certain I'd packed. 

"Lose something?" Jamie asked as he wandered up, beer in hand. 

"| could have sworn | packed something warm to wear and now | can't find it" 

‘I've got ya covered, you can use my sweatshirt." 


"But won't you get cold?" 


He shrugged as | watched him look through the bag of stuff he'd brought from home. Straightening up, he 


looked around perplexed. 
"That's weird. | can't find my sweatshirt and | know | threw it here with the chips and beer we brought" 


| caught a faint giggle and looked towards the fire pit to see Kelly quickly avert her eyes. | knew she was 


involved somehow. | was going to kill her. 
"Here," Jamie was handing me my beach blanket, "use this." 
| shook my head. 


"No, you should use it instead. I'll be fine, I'll just squeeze in over at the fire.” 


We both looked over at the heavily populated fire pit. Space was at a premium and most of the couples had 
doubled up with girls sitting between their boyfriend's legs. Suddenly Kelly's objective became clear. | was 
definitely going to kill her. 


"Come on" James nodded towards the fire and | followed him over, wondering what he had in mind. 


He found the last open spot and motioned for me to sit. As | scooted closer to the fire, | felt him take a seat 
behind me, his long legs stretching out on either side of my hips as he settled himself against my back 
Wrapping the blanket over his shoulders, he draped the material to cover my legs so that | was completely 
protected from the cold, sandwiched between the heat from the fire and the heat from his body. | wasn't 


sure which one was penetrating deeper. 
"How's that?" He murmured near my ear. "Warm enough?" 
"Mmmhmm " 


He chuckled softly and | leaned back against him just a little. The boom box was still playing music from one of 
the many local rock stations and Open Arms came on. | couldn't help but feel that the romantic mood of the 
song underscored the moment, the night sky, the ocean, wrapped up in his arms. Not that Jamie was noticing 


as he laughed at some comment made by Hugh across the fire from us. 


Just then the fireworks show started, startling me. James looked down and smiled, tightening his arms around 
me as | nestled closer against his chest. He didn't seem to mind though as we watched the explosives lighting 
up the sky, the accompany booms reverberating through the air and causing me to jump every time. He'd just 


laugh a little and squeeze me comfortingly or murmur something teasing in my ear. My happy meter was off 


the charts. 


Ok, maybe | wasn't going to kill Kelly after all. In fact, | think | was going to have to swallow my pride and thank 


her. 


A week later, | was wearing out the rug in my room as | paced back and forth, stopping occasionally to stare 
at the phone accusingly. It wasn't the phone's fault my stomach was tied up in knots, but somehow it made me 
feel better to pretend lasers were shooting from my eyeballs rendering it useless. If that were true, then | 


wouldn't have to try and work up the nerve to use it. | was not doing a good job of working up the nerve. 


Tonight was an open mic up at a dive in West Hollywood. It was a random Tuesday night which meant the place 
would be far from full, but I'd played packed houses up in Berkeley and never had these kind of nerves. Tonight 
was different, tonight | would be playing original music that I'd written over the last couple years. I'd never 
shared them with anyone not even Jamie, and now | was going to stand before strangers and open myself in 
the most vulnerable way possible. | was terrified. Which was why | was pacing and why | was considering ways 
to "accidentally" destroy my phone. | needed Jamie there with me but | dreaded having him there with me 


when the songs | would be performing were inspired by my feelings for him. Writing had been my outlet, my 
release valve when | had no other way to express my frustrations. And now | had to stand in front of my 
creative muse and bare myself? | would have appreciated the irony if | wasn't too busy being a complete 


basket case. 


Coming to a decision, | reached for the phone and dialed James’ number before | lost my nerve. He answered 


after two rings. 

"Hey..it's Leila” 

"You sound weird, everything alright?" 

"Yeah..no..yeah." 

| heard him chuckle on the other end. 

"| didn't realize this was gonna be a multiple choice conversation 

"Ha ha" | paused uncertainly. "| dunno if I'm ok or not. lim actually tied up in knots right now." 

"What's goin’ on?" All teasing was gone as | heard the concern in his voice. "Do you need me to come over?" 
"No, it's not anything for you to worry about. |.um.there's an open mic tonight and | signed myself up for it” 
The words came out in a rush. 

"No shit? That's awesome! Wait, why are you freakin’ out, you've performed plenty of times." 

"Yeah well, I've never performed my own original songs before." 

"Wait, you never told me you were writing. That's fantastic Leila, I'm really proud of you." 


"Yeah, well, you haven't heard it yet, so maybe you should hold yer applause." | took a deep breath. "Which is 


why l'm callin. | wanted to know..if maybe you'd come with me. Cheer me on ya know?" 

| barely got the question out before he was agreeing enthusiastically. 

"Hell yeah, of course I'll come! You've been to enough of my gigs and shit over the years, | more than owe ya" 
His voice quieted a little. "Plus, | wanna be there for you. | know how.how scary it is to put yer music out 
there. It's a piece of you and now yer puttin’ it out there for people to judge. And | know | say fuck ‘em if 
they don't like it, but that don't make it any easier to get up there and do it. So yeah, of course l'm in" 


"Thanks Jamie. I'll pick you up at 1" 


"Cool. And Leila.yer gonna do great. | believe in you, | always have." 


| felt the warmth of his words fill me from the top of my head to the tips of my toes as | hung up the 
phone. It stayed with me as | got ready, carefully picking out just the right outfit and doing my hair and make- 
up. It stayed with me on the drive to pick up Jamie, up until the point he walked out the door of his house and 
then | was reminded that | was going to be laying all my feelings bare. Would he suspect that they were about 
him, would this be the night that everything blew up in my face? It was too late to run as he bounded down 
the walkway and got in the car. One look at my panic stricken face, he made me switch spots and drove us 


north, shooting me concerned looks every so often. 


Too soon we arrived at the club. He grabbed my guitar and guided me inside, giving my name to the guy who 
was managing the night's talent. He sat me down in a chair and came back with a large shot of something. | 


looked at him questioningly. 
"Just drink it. One swallow." 


| did as he instructed, wincing at the harshness of the alcohol as it hit my throat. Quickly though, | felt 


warmth return to my extremities as the booze did its job. Jamie nodded knowingly. 


It ll take the edge off yer nerves, trust me on that." He looked at me squarely. "Yer gonna be fine. Better than 


fine, yer gonna be amazing. Just relax, breathe and let the music come." 


Before | could say anything, my name was called and throwing one last panicked look in Jamie's direction, | 
grabbed my guitar and made my way slowly to the stage. Someone came and adjusted the mics for my vocals 
and guitar and | took the moment to look out into the crowd. As | suspected, it wasn't that busy, maybe thirty 
or so patrons sitting around small tables, drinking and talking. Half of the people seemed completely 
disinterested in whatever was happening on the stage, while the rest were regarding me with various looks and 
making up their minds already. The guys seemed happy to ogle and the women assumed | was a waste of time 
Barbie doll. Knowing | was probably being written off so easily, suddenly | felt anger mix with the alcohol flowing 
through my veins and it proved to be just the right combination to kick my nervousness to the curb. The guy 
finished adjusting the mics and | stepped forward. 


"My name's Leila McKinnon and l'm gonna.” 

"Yer gonna kick some ass!" Came a shout from James a couple tables back from the stage. 

"Hell yeah | am" | grinned at him. 

| started with a cover of It's Only Love by The Beatles, figuring | needed to ease into my originals. Looking out, 
| could see the people stopping their conversations to listen and when | finished the song, the applause was 


genuine and enthusiastic. Smiling wide, | did another couple covers and then finally one of my originals titled 


Don't Say You're Sorry, imbuing the song with soulful longing and pain The second original, The Only Thing, was 


a no-holds bar romantic confection and | found myself smiling wistfully out into the audience, the lyrics 


recounting an unrequited love story that was very close to my heart. 


By the time | finished off my set, | was a mix of raw nerves and emotions: relieved to have made it through 
without falling apart, gratified at the response from the crowd, and scared of Jamie's reaction. Stepping off 
the stage, people stopped me to express their appreciation as | made my way back to James. | could tell that 
for some, the lyrics really hit home for them too. 


Arriving back at the table, Jamie was standing up with his hands in his pockets as he watched me approach, a 
pleased grin on his face. Taking my guitar and laying it back in the case, he pulled me in for a hug. 


"You were fuckin’ incredible." He spoke with a quiet intensity against the top of my head. "You owned that 
stage, the audience, this whole damn place." 


"Thanks, that means a lot." | hugged him close. 

He finally pulled back so that he could look at me, sincerity making his eyes bright. 

"The songs you wrote.." 

"Too mushy?" | interrupted. "I know they're not yer usual thing, but..” 

"Leila, shut up for a second" He smiled, taking the sting out of his words. "I may prefer heavier music and I'm 
not usually a sucker for love songs, but what you performed up there was really beautiful. | mean it. So 
emotional and honest. Even | was moved and l'm not a chick or a guy hung up on love, but you took me there 
anyway. You did that. Yer voice, the melody, the lyrics..you made me feel it. So be fuckin’ proud of yourself, 
cuz | sure as hell am." 

| didn't know what to say to that, so | hugged him again and then pulled away and sat down before | 
embarrassed myself. We stayed a while longer and watched a couple other acts perform before heading back 
home. James drove my car back, which | appreciated as | was still amped up over the show and distracted. 
Half way home, just as | finally started to relax, | noticed that he was giving me sideways looks from the 
driver seat, his expression becoming more pensive with each mile. Before | could ask him what was wrong, he 
broke the silence. 

"So who's the guy?" 

| was so surprised by the question, | almost missed the tension in his voice. 


"What guy?" 


"The guy you sang about tonight. | didn't think about it earlier but now it occurs to me..lyrics that deep, you 


must be singin’ about someone real. So who's the mystery guy, someone you met up in Berkeley?" 


He seemed angry, which was completely out of left field. Did he think | wasn't being honest with him, that I'd 
been keeping secrets from my best friend? | was, but not in the way he thought. 


"There's no mystery guy and no | haven't met someone in Berkeley." 
His shoulders seemed to relax. 
"Then what was that all about?" 


"|| don't hafta know firsthand what an emotion feels like to be able to write about it. People write about a 


whole lotta stuff they never experience." 


"| guess." He muttered. "Just seemed like when you were singin’ up there.| was watchin’ yer face..and it seemed 
like you were tappin’ into something real. You may be able to write about whatever," He waved a hand around, 


"but to make an entire room full of people feel it too? | dunno." 


"Maybe.maybe what you felt was the hope | have that I'll find that kind of love someday. Hope that someone 
will wanna love me with their whole heart and I'll feel the same way back. Hope is a pretty powerful emotion. It 


can keep you goin'.even when everything is tellin’ you to give up." 
Wistfulness began to creep into my voice and | was hoping that he wouldn't notice. 


"| wouldn't even know how to let myself believe in something like that. Life kicks you in the nuts and you either 


fall on yer face or you shake it off and keep movin’ forward." 
"So yer sayin’ that hope is for fools?" | asked softly. 


We'd come to a red light and Jamie took the opportunity to turn to look at me, his eyes unreadable in the dim 
light. 


"Nope.it's just not for everyone. It's not for me. | don't believe in things | can't touch or make happen for 
myself. I've seen too much of what happens when you believe in things that aren't real" His jaw clenched tight. 
"You just set yourself up for disappointment.” 


The light turned green and James’ attention went back to the road ahead. It always hurt to hear him talk so 
cynically. He was young, his life was just starting, but already he'd been hardened by painful lessons. | wished 
there was a way for me to show him that life was also about taking leaps of faith sometimes, knowing that 
the things you couldn't see, like love and hope, were worth believing in and fighting for. Because when all was 


said and done, they were the things that mattered most. 


